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Author's Preface 


It was Sir Walter Raleigh, in his little book on the English novel, who 
noted that novelists had commonly been great readers of novels. No 
doubt it would be surprising if tliis were not so, and ccri.ainly novelists 
have not changed in this respect since Raleigh wrote his book si.xty 
years ago. For my own part, when I look back, it seems that the main 
concern of my life since I was a schoolboy has been reading novels, 
discussing novels with friends, writing about novels, and tr^dng to write 
novels myself; and all these activities e.vist in my mind as a single 
activity. This book, then, wliich has been written over a period of years 
spent ako in reviewing contemporary fiction and writing fiction of my 
own, is primarily an account of what the history of the novel in 
England looks like to someone who follows the craft of fiction himself. 

Even so, it is not the book I originally planned to write. That was 
to have taken the story down to our own times, to the novels of - to 
mention some obvious names - Miss Eliaabcth Bowen, Mr Joyce 
Cary, Mr Greene, Mr Waugh, Mr Hanley, Mr Hartley, Mr Henry 
Green, and even beyond. But 1 was then faced with the twin problems 
of length and scale. If in a book on the novel of 150,000 words there 
k room only for 6,000 words on Dickens, die greatest genius among 
our novelists, how much space is one to give Mr Cary or Mr Greene? 
As put, of course, the question admits of no real answer. Our relation 
to Mr Cary and Mr Greene is different from that to Dickens. Our 
immediate interest in Mr Cary and Mr Greene is that they arc our 
contemporaries, die material of their art our world, our lives. Because 
of this, we cannot hope to be able to judge them as wc can novelists of 
the past. The critical approach to our contemporaries must differ from 
the critical approach to writers of the past, if only because we arc too 
near our contemporarie“S and sliare too much with diem the situation 
of our own time. 

The obvious novelists with wliich to end my study seemed there¬ 
fore to be Joyce and Lawrence, emerging as they did roimd .about 
1914. the year which marks a break in so many otlier things beside 
fiction. Joyce and Lawrence, with their lesser coevals, represent some¬ 
thing like a watershed between the noved of the past and the contempo¬ 
rary novel. The contemporary novel has its own problems, its own 
exccUcncies, and, I would say, its own masters, masters for us however 
different they may appear to our grandchildren. These are to be the 
subject of a later book. 

My indebtednesses. Innumerable of course, and to a whole host of 
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people and books and reviews; to friends with whom I have t^ed 
for years, and long before this present work was even dreamed of; 
to how many articles in periodicals and reviews of new fiction, those 
of Edwin Muir during his long spell on the Listener, for example, 
published during the past twenty-five years; to books on subjects 
formally quite unrelated to fiction. The critics who have shaped or 
influenced both my general view of the novel as a literary form and my 
opinions on individual novelists will. I imagine, be obvious enongh to 
those familiar with the field. Wherever possible. I have given 
references in the text. Here, there is room only for a list of the books 
which 1 know have influenced me. I hope it may be useful to my who, 
having read this work, wish to consider the subj'ect more widely and 

more deeply. , , 

First the classics of criticism of the novel. The mtroductory chapters 

to the eighteen books of Tern Jones-. Sir Walter Scott’s Lines of tiu 
Nonelists; Hazlitt’s The BigUsh Comic IVfitcTs; TroUope s 
bioorapUy. the relevant essays in Walter Bagehot’s Literary Studies and 
Leslie Stephen’s Hours in a Library, Henry James’s prefaces coUcctcd m 
Vie Art of the Novel, witli R. P. Blackmur’s introduction; the relevant 
essays in James’s Partial Portraits and Notes on Novelists-, and the corres¬ 
pondence on fiction between James and Stevenson edited by Janet 
Adam Smith under the title Hairy James and Robert Louts Stevenson. 

Then the books on what may be called tlie theory of the novel. 
The Craft of Fiction, by Percy Lubbock; Aspects oj the Novel, by E. M. 
Forster; The Structure of the Novel, by Edwin Muir; Ehzabeth Bowen s 
‘Notes on Writing a Novel' in Collected Impressions; A Treatise on the 
Novel and Stv«e Principles of riction. boUi by Robert Liddell. 

A few collections of essays on noveUsts or various aspects of fiction 
have been cspccuUy valuable because of the attitudes towards fiction 
that subsume them. The Common Reader, by Virginia Woolf; Early 
Victorian Novelists, by Darid Cedi; In My Good Books, The Uvmg 
Novel, and Books in General, nU by V. S. Pritchett. The Great Tradition, 
by F. R. Lcavis; The Liberal Imaginaiion. by Lionel Trilling; Axels 
Castle and The Wound and the Bou>. by Edmund Wilson; and At 
Introduction to the English Novel, by Arnold Kettle. 

Some passages in this book have appeared, generally in a rather 
different form, in The Times Literary Supplement. The New Statesman 
and Nation, and Nav Writing. To the editors of these I make gratefully 
the usual acknowledgements. 


Walter Allen 


Introduction 


LlTBRAfiY historians, horrified it seems by die newness of the form, 
have commonly thought it necessary to provide die novel with a 
respectable antiquity, much as the genealog;ist fits out die parvenu 
with an impeccable family tree. In their own way they have been 
very successful; at any rate they have succeeded admirably in con¬ 
fusing categories. They have managed to write, for instance, of die 
Chanson de Roland and Euphues as diough these works really had some 
connexion with the novels of Richardson and Dickens. They have 
devised such labels as the ‘Elizabethan Novel’, the ‘Jacobean Novel, 
terms whose only fault is that they imply a relationship between the 
works so described and novels as wc know them that does not exist. 
In their eagerness to supply the novel with a dignified ancestry they 
have behaved rather like a man who, setting out to write a history of 
the motor-car, should think it proper to begin by devoting a third 
of his space to the evolution of the ox-cart. 

The historians have been guilty of a confusion: they have assumed 
that the words fiction and novel arc synonymous and interchangeable. 
They are not. At the heart of the confusion is the fact that the story 
is common to both. So long as men have told stories diere h.ns been 
fiction, whether in verse or prose, and only to this extent is it true to 
say that any work of fiction written before about 1670 in England is 
in some sense an ancestor of the novel. But the novel itself is some¬ 
thing new. True, it has never been found easy to define, but tliis docs 
not prevent us from knowing a great deal about novels. How could 
We fail to, when for the past two centuries the novel has been the 
major prose literary form in England, France, and Russia? And wc 
can dace with complete accuracy die earliest books in English that 
to-day wc habitually read as novels; books, that is, tliat we judge by 
the same terms of reference as wc do the works of Jane Austen, 
Balzac, Turgenev, and E. M. Forster. In 1678, a tinker and itinerant 
preacher, in jail for his religious convictions, wrote 7 /it* Pilt^rini s 
Progress’, in T719, a failed haberdasher who had turned journalist 
And government spy, wrote Robinson Crusoe, and, three years 
later, Moll Flanders', in 1740, a middle-aged master-pruiter wrote 

Pamela. 
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Even if we cannot define it, we know what to expert when wc 
read a novel: 

Wc find here a close imitation of man and mannen; we see the very 
web and texture of society as it really exists, and as we meet it^wh« 
we come into the world. If poetry has ‘something more divine’ in it, 
this savours more of humanity. Wc are brought acquainted with the 
motives and characters of mankind, imbibe our notions of virtue and 
vice from practical examples, and arc Uught a knowledge of the world 
through the airy medium of romance. 

Thus Hazlitt, writing before the greater part of the world s major 
novels had appeared. Witli every major novel as it appears our inter¬ 
pretation of the novel as a literary form must to some extent alter, 
vet Hazlitt’s statement of our expectations of a novel remains sub¬ 
stantially true; as may be seen if we set beside it a statement from a 
modern critic. Lionel Trilling, in The Liberal Ima^mation: 

For our time the most effective agent of the moral imagination has 
been tlic novel of the last tsvo hundred years. It was never, cither 
aesthetically or morally, a perfect form and its faults and failures can be 
quickly enumerated. But its greamess and its practical usefiilness m its 
unremitting work of involving the reader liimsclf in the moral life, 
invitmg him to put lus own motives under examination, suggesting 
that reality is not as his conventional education has led him to see it. 
It taught us, as no otlicr genre ever did, the extent of human variety 
and the value of tliis variety. It was the literary form to wliich the 
emotions of understanding and forgiveness were indigenous, as if by 
the definition of the form itself. 

Wc know, too, what the novelist sets out to do when he writes a 
novel. Like any otlicr artist die novelist is a maker. He is making an 
imitation, an imitation ot die life of man on cardi. He is making, it 
might be said, a working model of life as he secs and feels it, his 
conclusions about it being expressed in die characters he invents, the 
situations in wliich he places them, and in die very words he chooses 
for those purposes. Tlic word ‘conclusion’ is inescapable, though it 
docs not follow that die conclusions are consciously arrived at. They 
may indeed be at odds with the novelist’s avowed intentions. Novel¬ 
ists luve given many rc.asons for writing novels: Richardson believed 
he did so to inculcate right conduct. Fielding to reform die manners 
of the age, Dickens to expose social evils, Trollope to make money by 
providing acceptable entertainment. The reasons were genuine enough 
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but radonalizadons after the event. Part of the impulse that drives the 
novelist to make his imitation world must always be sheer delight in 
his own skill in making: part of the time he is, as it were, taking the 
observed universe to pieces and assembling it again for die simple 
and naive pleasure of doing so. He can no more help pla)ing than a 
child can. And there is this further to be noted. The cluld cannot 
help but play; but how he plays is not under liis conscious control, a 
fact made use of by psycliiatrists in die psychological analysis of 
children. In play die child symbolizes, by the way lie arranges his 
toys and so on, his emotional relation to the universe. In play he 
expresses a personal mydi. The novelist docs much the same through 
his ‘choice* of characters and the actions dicy undergo. A partial 
proof of this may be seen in the fact that of all the enormous range of 
human types and their rclarionships to one anodicr. to society', and 
to God theoretically available to any novelist, only a relatively in¬ 
finitesimal number find their way into die work of even the greatest. 
It is, too, a matter of common observation that even the greatest 
seem to be exploring similar types and situations from novel to novel, 
exploring more deeply, doubtless, in each successive book, almost as 
though the exploration was die product of an obsession. Tliis indeed 
is so. The novelist is free to choose his material only in a limited 
sense, and his choice is governed by the deepest compulsions of his 
personality. It is these diat dictate both the nature of Ins novels and 
the conclusions about life he expresses dirough them. This is why in 
judging a novel we are faced with the task of assessing not only the 
author’s ability to create characters, for instance, but also the values 
inherent in the characters and dicir behaviour. It is this latter wliJch 
enables us to say that J.anc Austen or Conrad is a greater novelist than 
such writers of the second rank as Trollope and Bennett, for all their 
generosity, brcaddi of canvas, or fidchty to die surface of observed 
life. 


I have referred to ‘characters and dicir behaviour’. To some critics 
the words would be illegitimate. ‘Tliis assumption,’ writes L. C. 
Knights in his ironically titled ‘How Many Cliildrcn Had Lady 
Macbeth?* in his essays Explorations, 'that it is the main business of die 
writer - other than the lyric poet - to create characters ... long ago 
invaded criticism of the novel.’ Character, it is contended, is the crea¬ 
tion of the reader, not the writer. Doubtless it is no argument to say 
that novelists themselves have commonly beheved diat it was an 
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important part of tlicir function to create charaacn. A novel is a 
toulity, made up of all the words in it, and it must be judged as a 
totality. Of this totality characterization is only a part; yet it is plainly 
an essential one and die first in order of importance since, so far as the 
reader is concerned, without it the most profound apprehensions of 
man’s fate count for notliing. Only through character can die novel¬ 
ist’s apprehensions of man s fate be uttered at all. 

When Mrs Lcavis, in Fiction and the Reading Public, says that all a 
novelist need do is to provide bold outlines, and the reader will c(^ 
operate to persuade himself that he is in contaa with “real people’’*, 
she is describing what goes on only in the reading of fiction of a low 
order of ambition and attainment. The more highly a novelist has 
organized his characters the less tliey can be reduced to ‘bold out¬ 
lines’. And tlie organization of a charaaer is contiitioned by cvery- 
tliing in the novel. Hardy’s charaaen, for instance, are simple enough; 
there is nothing particularly subde about Gabriel Oak. Bathsheba 
Evcrdcnc. and Sergeant Troy; but the way we are made to sec them 
depends not only on Hardy’s rendering of them but on his execution 
of the novel as a whole. Jolm Holloway has showm in The Victorian 
Sage how Hardy plants his vision of die nature of tilings, of which liis 
characters arc at once testimony and victims, and subdues his reader 
to it not by delineation of characters and action alone but abo by 
every detail of natural description he uses, every comment he makes 
and every metaphor or image he employs. Hardy s view of life, 
which dicutes the way in wliich wc react to his charaaers, is implicit 
in every sentence he writes. The reader is simply not free, as Mrs 
Leavis seems to imply, to fill the outlines of the characters as he 

pleases. 

This is true of the characters of all good novelists. Part of the 
novclust's an is to mediate between his cliaracters and the reader; and 
he docs so widi every word he puts to paper, for every word he 
chooses furthers his expression of his attitude towards his characters 
and the total situation he is rendering. Tliis is plainly so with novelists 
like Ficldmg. Thackeray, and Mcredidi, who speak in their own 
persons, interpreting character and acdon. during the course of their 
novels; it isjast as much so with novelists like Dcloe, Richardson, 
Flaubert, and James Joyce in Vlysscs, who appear studiously to keep 
dicmsclves out of the actions they narrate. We say they are objeedve; 
in fact, dicy betray their opinions on their characters and situations 
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and— inasmuch as every nove! is an extended metaphor of tlie author’s 
view of life - on life itself. They do so by their very clioice of die 
characters they write about, the thoughts and feelings tlicy give them, 
and the behaviour and motives diey attribute to diem; and they 
caimot do otherwise. 

Every novelist, dicn, gives us in liis novels his own personal, 
idiosyncratic vision of die world. The vision is acted out by images of 
men and women. It is, so to speak, populated; and diis is why we may 
quite legitimately talk about a novelist’s ‘world’. We mean by it the 
whole realm of his imagination as he lias put it down on paper, and 
we mean further diat diis realm, fictitious diough it is, is yet somehow 
a self-contained entity consistent in itself and conforming to the 
psychological laws which govern its creator and his response to life. 
To create such a world is not die liight'st aduevement of a novelist, 
but unless he docs so lie will never reach the highest. 

Since a novel is a unity consisting of every word in it, to isolate - 
as in practice we have to - milieu, plot, charaaers, dialogue, style, is 
to commit an act of abstraction; all dicsc, together with what other 
components a novel may have, condition and qualify one another. 
But a consideration of one of these elements may often show where 
the novelist has gone wrong in his rendering of the others; and if we 
are deprived of the right to make these abstracdons wc suffer, cridc- 
ally, an enormous loss. Of diese abstraaions the most important is 
character. Ultimately, it is only dirough his characters that the novelist 
can succeed in what is his main social - as opposed to aesthetic - 
function, wliich is to awaken, as Graham Greene, echoing Lawrence 
in Lady ChatierUy's Lover and paralleling Trilling in Ihe Liberal 
Imagination, has said, ‘sympadiedc comprehension in our readers. ... 
The novelist’s task is to draw his own likeness to any human being, 
the guilty as much as the innocent.’ 

It is a sign of the relative newness of the form that in England no 
popular novelist a hundred years ago could have written of his aims 
as Graliam Greene does. The novel emerged from the underworld of 
taste and its development has been conditioned by this. Until quite 
recently, the only men who have taken the novel scriomly have been 
novelists, and, often relatively uneducated men. they have frequently 
brought Uttlc to the study of it but their own experience as novelists, 
novelists, moreover, who interpreted dicir craft in no very exalted 
way. 
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The notion of the novel as a Uterary form having something to do 
with art in the sense of being consciously made and shaped to an 
aesthetic end is quite new. Though tliere have been few more con¬ 
summate artists in the novel than Fielding and Jane Austen, for the 
greater part of its course in England the novel has been naive, the 
product of men of genius modest enough to believe they were 
fulfilling their duty as long as they were pleasing an unexacting 
public. 

Among novelists themselves tliis view of the novel has largely 
disappeared. Rightly or wrongly, the novchst has come to sec him- 
selfasan artist; wrongly. Sir Desmond MacCarthy would seem to say. 
He writes in an essay on Trollope, in Portraits: 


It is tenable that one of the mistakes of btc nineteenth-century and 
early twentieth-century criticism has been to regard the novel as ‘a 
work of art’ in the same sense that a sonata, a picture, or a poem is a 
work of art. It is extremely doubtful whether the aim of the novel is to 
make an aesthetic appeal. Passages in it may do so; but it ainu also at 
satisf>'ing our curiosity about life as much as satisfying the aesthetic 
sense. ... lam inclined myself to regard it as a bastard form of art, 
rightly concerned with many human interests which the maker of 
beautiful tilings must eschew. (I 'ide Jane Austen.) 


It may be .admitted that the impulses that move men to write novels 
arc many and obscure, and not all of them are aesthetic. Yet the 
opposition Sir Desmond makes between die aesthetic appeal and die 
satisfaction of our curiosity about life is surely false; it need not 
exist at all; the two may be fused. Tliis is evident if we consider a 
poem, Wordsworth’s Immortality Ode, for insunce. Wordsworth’s 
aim there was certainly not solely to create beaun'; he was concerned 
just as much witli making statements about a number of tilings of 
great importance to liimsclf; about growing old. about growing up, 
and about immortality. These statements exist in die form they do, 
move us as they do, because tliey arc made poetically. The poem is an 
entity, a thing in itself, an end in itself. The pleasure we get from it 
comes’ from the fact diat it is as it is; if it were something else our 
pleasure would be different. And we do not ‘understand’ die poem 
by paraphrasing it, by ‘translating’ it into prose. The meaning of the 
poem cannot be separated out from the form of the poem or the way 
of expression; the meaning, in fact, U die poem and the poem is the 
meaning. Something has been made, and our curiosity about life, m 
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this instance our curiosity about Wordsworth’s beliefs, has been 
satisfied because our aesthetic sense, if tliat is the term we decide to 
use, has been satisfied. If our aesthetic sense were not satisfied we 
should feel the poet had not succeeded wholly in telling the truth - 
his truth - and our feeling of curiosity about the trudi he is trying to 
express would to that extent have been thwarted. 

There are few novels we can discuss as we can the Immortality 
Ode, and one reason for this is the much greater compactness of 
poetry as compared with prose, the much greater degree of cr^’sulliza- 
tion which takes place in a poem. We can hold even so complex a 
work as the Immortality Ode whole in our mind as we cannot often 
a novel. Sir Desmond MacCarthy instances Jane Austen’s, wliich are 
ideal for our purpose because of the hmits she deliberately chose to 
work within. But I cannot agree that her concern with beauty led her 
to eschew ‘many human interests’. She satisfies our curiosity about 
life completely — about the fife she is prepared to describe for us, 
which is as much as we may ask of any novelist. 

We should be silly to blame Trollope, who certainly satisfies our 
cunosity about a great many tilings, for failing to satisfy also our 
sense of design, of beauty. If a novelist can do both we arc entitled 
to say he is greater — other tilings being equal - than one who 
docs not. 

But Sir Desmond MacCardiy is at least right in tliis: if our notions 
of what a novel ought to be prevent us from seeing the virtues of a 
Work wliich does not fit into them, so much the worse for our notions 
of the novel. In art we have to put up with what we arc given, and it 
is the artist who is tlic dictator, not the critic. The critic who attempts 
to survey tlic course of English fiction during its two hundred and 
fifty years of hfc cannot take up a rigid position, if he hopes to say 
anything to tlie point on the individual works that make up his 
subject. He must rejoice in formal beauty where he finds it but not 
over-esdmate tlic consequences of the lack of it. Where lie must not 
fiul is in understanding why works that seem secondary to us were 
Unportant in their own day, both in their own right and as trans- 
nutting genes of development to the future^ and, where in.i|or works 
^e concerned, in responding to the quality of life in them that makes 
them living forces not only for modem readers but also for modem 
Writers. Above all, perhaps, he must put out of Ins mind any rn)tioa 
of evolution in tlic form of the novel diat can be equated widi im* 
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provcment. There is nothing in the development of art analogous 
with materia] progress. Art docs not get better and better. Its mani¬ 
festations merely change; and Richardson is as perfect in his way as 
Henry James in his. And they exist side by side, with Relding ^d 
Conrad, and Dickens and Jane Austen and Scott and all the rest, in a 
continuous present. Somehow their value for their own times and their 
value for us now must be held in the mind simultaneously. 
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The Beginnings 

Thb comparatively sudden appearance at the turn of tlic sevcntccndi 
century of the novel as we know it was a manifestation of a marked 
change in the direction of men’s interest. Comparable and related 
changes, sometimes resulting in new forms in art and literature, had 
of course occurred in the arts before. Until about tlie fiftecntli ccniur)', 
for instance, there was no such tiling as portrait painting as we know 
it. It began as representations of the Virgin or the Holy Family. Then, 
as the Renaissance advanced, the painter’s atdrude to liis subject 
changed; he went on painting Virgins, but more and more liis model 
is obviously a flesh-and-blood and not-at-aD virginal peasant girl or 
great lady. After a space of years the pretext disappeared entirely: to 
paint a woman it was no longer necessary for the painter to pretend 
that he was painting tlie image of the Mother of God. 

Similarly a change occurred in English literature round about die 
years 1580-90, a change so radical as to appear a new mutation in 
literature: the sudden irruption of Elizabethan drama. Before 1580 
nothing existed in die form of a play in English from which anyone 
could possibly have prophesied the magnificent outburst of Marlowe 
and Kyd and the still greater dramatists who followed them. Eliza¬ 
bethan drama has its prcliistory, but its beginnings in Marlowe and die 
University Wits are simply not explicable in terms of medieval mys¬ 
tery plays and miracle plays or the Scnccan tragedies of Sir Thomas 
Sackville. The change from die mystery play to Marlowe was a 
tjuahtativc change: it represented a cliangc in men s interests, in their 
attitudes to themselves, to one another, and to the world about them. 

So with the appearance of the novel round about 1700- Notliing 
that preceded it in the way of prose fiction can explain it. There were 
uo classical models for it. It is true that today we can read the account 
of Trimalchio’s feast in the Salyricott of Petronius as a wonderful 
piece of realistic fiction, and no doubt it was known to some of the 
English ciglitccnth-ccntury novelists; but if it influenced our novel 
^ all it did not do $0 until the novel was already an invented and 



22 


THE ENGLISH NOVEL 


accepted form. Iii any ease, influences from the past can only operate 
when tlicre arc minds receptive to tlicm. There can scarcely have 
been any one book that has more profoundly shaped die novel as a 
whole than Cervante’s Don Quixote. It was translated into English ui 
1612, but we have to wait anotlicr one hundred and diircy yean, until 
Fielding’s Aiuircws in 1742, before we see the influence of 

great Spaniard truly at work in our htcrature; and then, by becoming 
part of Fielding, Cervantes became part of the English novel. 

The drama apart, the only works in English before Bunyan that 
have the quality of novels as we know diem today, though they do not 
have their form, arc some things in Chaucer, the prologue to The 
CaulcrhuTY Tales perhaps, the ll’ifc of Bath's Tale and Troilus atid 
CriscYde, togcdicr with liis Scottish disciple Hcniyson’s Testament of 
CresseuiIn diese works of Cliauccr’s there is a warm delight in charac¬ 
ter for its own sake and a compassionate realism in the observation 
of behaviour comparable to what we find in die novels of Fielding; 
while the grimness and rclcndessncss of Henryson’s Testament may 
well suqccst to die modem reader die naturalistic novelists of the 
later nhi'ctecnih century. Yet while we almost automatically rwd 
Troi 7 i»j ami CriseyJe and the Testament of CresseiJ as though they 
were novels in verse, we have to remember dut readers of the four- 
teendi and fiftccntli centuries saw them very diflerendy and fo^d m 
them qualities lost to us almost entirely. They were works of their 
world and dmc. It happens that diey transcended bodi. Pcrliaps they 
miclu have bridged the gulf between the medieval metrical romance 
and somcdiing like die novel we know today; but Ciiauccr and 
Henryson were an end, not a beginning. Chaucer s death in 1400 
coincided widi a change in die structure of the language, ^d alter 
him the art of poetry was more or less lost for a hundred and fifty yt^s. 
When it was rediscovered it flowered mar\'clIously in Elizabethau 


drama. . ... 

And die dominance of the drama from about 1580 to 1640 is in 

itself one reason why one could not expect great prose novels during 
the Elizabethan and Jacobean periods. Every age has its major btcrary 
form to which the most able and ambitious spirits of die age are 
irrcsbtiblv attracted whedicr it suits their especial wlents or not. It is a 
commonplace that the great periods of the novel have not also been 
great periods in drama, and it was in the drama that most vital 
unpuUcs of Elizabethan bterature found their expression. The drama 
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was the form that fiction took. But it was not a fiction of a kind 
similar to tliat we find later in tlie novel. The Elizabethans were 
interested in quite other things than those that have fascinated the 
novelists. From its very nature the novel demands a greater or less 
degree of realism, of fidelity to the facts of the world as men com¬ 
monly see them. The Elizabcdians, Jonson apart, cared practically 
nothing for realism; theirs was not a drama of manners, and their 
theme was not man in society. Their notion of character was quite 
different from ours, and for them theatrical effectiveness was much 
more important than plausibility. Nor did coherence and probability 
of story mean much to them. Their audiences asked not for a mirror¬ 
ing of life as dicy knew it - though they were sometimes given it -* or 
for convincing renderings of Ufclikc characters in a lifelike world, but 
poetry, language in every way heightened and, in a sense, extreme, 
with characters that could utter such language. In essence Elizabethan 
Grama is probably nearer to opera than to die novel, though tliis docs 
not mean that the Elizabcdian dramatists were incapable of creating 
the kind of characters we find in the later drama and in the novel; 
Shakespeare is full of diem, but dicy move in worlds iliat arc largely 
non-rc^tic. 

Probably the most important difference between us and the Eliz.i- 
bethans, the one that subsumes all the others, is their attitude towards 
history. History, as wc understand it, for diem scarcely existed. They 
do not seem to have diought of the past as something unlike the 
present; such a notion as the spirit of an age was alien to tlicm. 

Lear, for instance, is set in pre-Saxon Britain, Hairy IV in fouriecndi- 
century England, Hamlet in eighdi-ccntury Denmark; but these pla)s 
are not 'historical* in our meaning. They arc not plays about ancient 
Britain, Denmark in die Dark Ages, or medieval PngLaiul: they e.xist 
and are played out at one and the same period, .md the period is out¬ 
side Iiistory in our sense. For the Elizabethans, it seems, time was an 
element through which the successive generations of men moved; it 
Was not somcdiing that changed men and made one generation of 
nicn unlike anodicr. 

But the novelist must deal widi men in a specific pl.icc at a specific 
droc, and the novelists, especially die greatest, have normally been 
acutely conscious of dicir time and die qualities in it that appear to 
distinguish it from other times. This idea of history, of society as a 
constantly changing structure, is not apparent until after the Civil 
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War. DryJen, for instance, particularly in his criticism, sounds a 
strikingly modem note as compared with die Elizabethans. 

Yet the effect of the Elizabethan drama, and of Shakespeare above 
all, on the novel in England can scarcely be over-estimated. It was 
immeasurably greater dian that of the fiction of the period. To read 
the great Elizabedian plays as novels is no doubt to find them un¬ 
satisfactory as novels; but as soon as they were printed this is how 
diey must have been read. During the seventeenth century they 
were widely read, and one obvious effect on die early novels is seen 
in die typographical layout of Dunyan’s Life auJ Death c/MrSadman 
and Richardson’s Pamela: Bimyan sets out liis dialogue as though it 
were the texts of a printed play; Richardson precedes his novel with a 
dramatis personae. These are perhaps trivial instances; die real in¬ 
fluence was elsewhere, all-pcrvasive and so more easily felt than 
defined. It shows itself, however, in die mixed form of the tradidonal 
English novel, in die mtemiingling of tragedy and comedy. The 
ver)' faa diat Shakespeare wrote in English made die novel as it was 
written in ninetccnth-ccntur>' France, for example, impossible m 
England except as an occasional sport. Since Shakespeare has always 
been die ultimate standard of comparison for imaginauve writing ui 
our language, the novel was bound to approximate to the mixed 
form he foiiowed. Ways of looking at life original in liim liave be¬ 
come ingrained habits of mind m liis successors. The English novelists 
are Sliakcspearcan often without knowing it. Behind die shrewd, 
humorous peasants of Scott, George Eliot, and Hardy, for inst.'Uice, 
who are always subsidiary to the main action, lie Sliakospcare s rustic 
characters. In the same way we see his heroines, those of the romantic 
comedies cspcci.illy, behind Fielding’s and Meredith’s. And so long 
as Sliakespe.ire is performed and read in England his influence on the 
novel will continue; simply because for us his work is the final 


standard of imaginative writing. 

The most important work of prose fiction in English before The 
Pihiiriins Protiress was written more than a ccnruiy before the rise of 
Elizabethan drama. This was Malor>-’s Mortc d'Arthur. Great work of 
prose tliough it is. it is by no stretch of imagination a novel. If we take 
It as such, we might as well accept The Faerie Queen as a novel too. It 
is the final gatiicring togcdicr. expressed more bcautitullv than ever 
before of die legends of Arthur and die search for the Grail wluch so 
obsessed the medieval mind. When we come to what is caUed the 
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Elizabctlian novel we may J 1 the more marvel at the 
Elizabethan poetry and drama. It would be wrong to impl) that tire 
“rea/in Z prose fiction of that age is now acadcnarc many of 
thes' works may strll be read wi* pleasure, buj scarcdy ever w^ 
that we derive from novels. Lylys Euplwes. pubhshed in 1579 . has a 

t7of: kind, but tlrat is not its mam mterest e.thcr f- 

for us. Lyly uses Iris sketchy story m order, in the first part ot ms 

book, to lament the frailty of woman, the fo! y o r out 1, an 

illusions of love, and in tire second part, B.pln..-S In & ^ 

celebrate tire glories of England and her queen. ‘ 

attracted attention to Enphies and still gives it more than a curiosity 

vie iVL;" " style. Parlied m his hfetime by ^ -•^bespeare^mong 

others, anVoften derided smee. it was -otnrously iiAicnad m its 

day, on no one mote than Shakespeare iimsc a 

wi a whole-hearted attempt to give to prose ' - 

contTmporaries and of later generations because °f " 7“ 

importit in it, the constant use of analogies from a fintast c lat ir 

hisLry. Strip it of these omamenu, 10ns and - 
fundamentally not very dissinular from tl^t of r J 

Since Euphnes was written in die form of letters it lias b "77" “ 
precursor of Richardsons novels. This seems 

be no mote worth arguing about diaii the dieoiy njc|,ardson 

published in .590. contams a character named P-’j;' ^77 
Lrefore borrowed tbe name of his first heroine f-' ,, 

work of literature ArcaJin is of a greater st.iture th,il _ ' 

no more a novel. Sidney, too, aimed at giving P'" a Pc was'ablc to 
formal pattern of verse, but. a better poet than L> >>; 

do something else, to give his prose, ““ijcj'ties that we read 
beauty of poetry. It is for these mciden a ^'"X^.'ainple of die 

Elizabethan lack of the historical sense, ''“f chri’stiamtv iind classi- 
world compounded of Sidney s know c ge Invurv Aknost 

cal antiquify, medieval cldvalry. ^ /X^Xin 

intolerably prolix, it expresses, tliroug h> i tinf^s Sidney’* 

and sheplLds live side by side widi princesses and kings, Sidney 
conception of the knightly code. 
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So far as England is concerned, Arcadia was the first of many prose 
romances wliich, pastoral or otherwise, arc of a kind. Young men of 
noble birth arc shipwrecked among shepherds and shepherdesses in a 
vaguely ancicnt-Grcck landscape; die course of the acdon always 
includes misuken identity and love wliich, however hopeless it may 
seem, is always true. Such works include Robert Greene’s Meuaphon 
and The Carde of Faucie, Thomas Lodge’s Rosalyiide, and Emanuel 
Ford’s Oritatiis and Aritsia. They contain notliing of reahty, which is 
no criticism of them because the impression of reality was not wliat 
dicir autliors were after. If the stories of, say. As You Like It, The 
ITintcr’s Talc, and The Faithful Shepherdess had been written as simple 
prose narratives, with none of die attempts at characterization diat 
arc essential to drama of any kind, if only as a rough guide to the 
players, the results would have been much hkc these. What dicy 
still have, and wliat has kept them fresh and sweet, is a quality of 
lyricism, which makes them die prose equivalent of the Elizabcdian 
song and the limpid pastoral verses of Robert Greene himself. 

The roni.-uitic and pastoral, however, is only one part of Elizabethan 
prose fiction. Somediing akin to the realisdc drama, die splendid plays 
ofjonson, Mxssinger’s A Neu> Way to Pay Old Debts, and Beaumont 
and Fletcher’s The Ktii^^ht of the Burning Pestle, exists in prose fiction, 
in a cruder and less sopliisucatcd form. The importance of these 
works is diat dicy were popular; they were what the people read, 
as distinct from the fasliionable society wliich read the pastorals. 
They had, diercforc, little or no literary dignity or status; often dicy 
were, in more senses than one, ‘underworld’ literature, die counter¬ 
part of the pulps, crime stories, t.ibloids, and ‘true confessions’ of our 
os\Ti day. They were not always put out as fiction; in Greene’s 
Groatsu'orth of Wit, bought laiih a Million of Rcpaitance and die later 
Repentance of Robert Greene, the autiior of Mataphon, taking his own 
dissolute life as his theme, preached ui a much more direct prose than 
any he used in his pastorals powerful sermons on die text ’Man’s 
time is not of itself so short, but it is more shortened by sin’. In liis 
‘concv-catcliing’ pamphlets, he exposed with gusto and moral aplomb 
die common swindles and rogueries of the time. Ten years later he 
was followed by Dekker, widi such pamphlets as The Wonderful 
Year, 1603, an account of the plague that swept London and its 
consequences. The Seven Deadly Sinnes of London and The Culs Hom- 
Book; all of wliich were 'exposures’ of the practices of crooks, 
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chisellers, and confidencc-trickstcrs not very difForent. except in the 
degree of artistry brought to bear on them, from lien Joiiso 3 i s expo¬ 
sures of metropolitan life in The Alchemist and Utiriholontcti' I-air. 
These pamplilcts were not written as fiction but they have much more 
life in tlxem than most Elixabetlian fiction, atid they reveal that in¬ 
satiable interest in the affairs of the everyday world which had to be 
absorbed’into prose fiction before it could become the novel. 

Sometliing like elds interest had already appeared in Thomas 
Deloney, in whom the London tradesmen foimd their spokesman. 
Before turning prose-writer he had been a silk-weaver and pedlar, 
and the author of many ballads on the wrongs of the day. In his 
stories Jarfe of Newbury (i 597 ). The Geuile Craft (159X). and Thouuts 
ofReaJms (1600), he celebrated the exploits of clothiers and shoe¬ 
makers for tlie benefit of clothiers and shoemakers themselves. His 
characters, Jack of Newbury, Thomas of Reading, and the rest seem 
to have been actual liistoric personages, though this is the least 
important tiling about them. Tliey appear as the heroes of semi-comic 
or semi-heroic incidents, never subtle and often pretty slapstick; and 
beliind them we feel a whole tradition of humble popular tales. In 
Deloney Shakespeare’s groundlings assert themselves .and discover 
their sense of native dignity; and we find nothing hkc this any¬ 


where else in the literature of tlic time. 

Deloncy’s work is pure homespun; the realism is rough and ready, 
the writing naive, unaffected, and direct. His genuine dramatic power 
is shown by tlie fact diat, reading the account in Thomas of Reading 
of the murder of Thomas Cole and of the behaviour of the mur- 
defers afterwards, an innkeeper and liis wife, one iinmediate y t lin s 
of the murder of Duncan and the recriminations of M.ichcth and 
Lady Macbeth. Macbeth was written later th.m Deloncy’s «ory. It is 
not known whether Shakespeare knew it. but the parallels are striking. 
Tliis in itself is tribute enough to Dcloncy’s force of imagination and 


expression. ^ . 

To-day, the most widely read work of Llizabetlian iction is 

Thomas Nash’s The Uufortuuaie Traveller, or The Lfe of jack H iltou, 
published in 1594. In content, if not in atmospliere, it looks back to 
Marlowe’s The Jew of Malta and forward to Webster’s great tragedies. 
It is, in otlicr words, a powerful expression of tliDt mingling o lorror 
and fascination which the Italy of the time, wiili its unriva c 
and its glittering vices and corruption, held for Elizabethan English- 
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men. As a novel, or as novel in posse, it has commonly been over¬ 
rated; because critics have fallen under the spell of Nash s prose. 
Understandably, for as a writer of imaginative prose he was un¬ 
equalled in his age by any except Shakespeare, Jonson, and Webster. 
And his prose is still a living thing: in our own time it has influenced 
bodi James Joyce and Wyndliam Lewis. The following description 
of a scholar of Wittenberg conveys something of its quality: 

A bursten-bcUy inkhom orator called Vandcrhulkc, they picked out to 
present him fthc Duke of Saxony] with an oration, one that had a 
sulphurous big swollen large face, like a Saracen, eyes like two Kentish 
oysters, a mouth that opened as wide every time he spake, as one of 
those old knit trap doon, a beard as though it had been made of a bird’s 
nest plucked in pieces, which consisted! of straw, hair, and dirt mixed 
together. 

Structurally, Nash’s prose is primitive, a piling up of simple sen¬ 
tences that go on and on breathlessly. But within its limits, nothing 
more racy, graphic, and energetic has ever been written. In its imme¬ 
diacy of effect, its arresting, galvanizing imagery from everyday life, 
it is the complete antithesis of the kinds of prose Lyly and Sidney 
wrote. It is rooted in an enormous zest for the physical attributes of 
life, for the hurly-burly and confusion of living. It enlarges and 
exaggerates whatever it touches into the comic and die grotesque; 
and it renders incomparably the external of tilings. It is very much a 
satirist’s prose, the counterpart in many respects of Ben Jonson’s 
dramatic blank verse; and in Nash, as in Jonson, we encounter a way 
of rendering life - from the outside, so that the figures that move 
through it appear almost as monstrous puppets who arc yet vibrantly 
alive because of their creators’ vitality and inordinate zest for what¬ 
ever captures die eye - that we meet throughout die coune of the 
English novel; in Smollett, Martyat, Dickens, Wells, Joyce, and 
Wyndliam Lewis especially. 

The UnJorluttale Traveller remains the most shecrly enjoyable of all 
Elizabcdian prose fictions. But it b not in any modem sense a novel. 
It is a rogue or picaresque story given a measure of actuality because 
pegged down to a d ffini tg scries of historic events. It opens with a 
scene in the English camp before Toumay, which was besieged by 
Henry VIII in 1513, and ends with the Field of die Cloth of Gold. 
Real happenings and real penons, the siege of Leyden, Erasmus and 
Thomas More, Luther and Cornelius Agrippa, arc introduced to 
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suggest literal truth, die impression of which is also aimed at by the 
narration of the story by Jack Wilton himself, the page of the Earl of 
Surrey, whom he accompanies on liis travels through Germany and 
Italy. Plot scarcely exists; the story is merely a string of incidents and 
intrigues of which Wilton is the hero, and the incidents described are 
pure sensadonalism, an ‘exposure’ of the wickedness of Renaissance 
Italy as the Elizabethan loved to imagine it. At one point in the story, 
for example, Jack and his Italian wife, Diamente, arc arrested through 
the macliinations of an evil Jew, to whom Jack is given as a slave. 
The Jew sells him to a physician as a subject for dissection; he escapes, 
and passes into the power of the Pope’s mistress, who wants him as a 
lover. To her the Jew sends Diamente as a present, with orders to 
poison her sccrcdy. Jack and Diamente reveal the plot, and the Jew 
is arrested and tortured to death, in one of Nash’s most brilliant 
passages of description. But wliilc the Pope’s mistress goes to visit 
the Pope, Jack and his wife decamp with her jewels. The whole is a 
series of improvisations calculated to horrify and thrill the st.ay-at- 
home Englishman. What gives it its value is Nash’s .ittitiide towards 
the events related; he is humorous, satirical, anti-romantic, possessed 
of insatiable gusto; and tliesc qualities combine to knit the sinews of 
his prose. 

It was during this period tliat the Englisli began to acquire the 
habit of reading, in the absence of which the writing of novels is 
scarcely conceivable. The Cambridj^e Bibliography of nufrlish Literaiure 
lists one hundred and fifty prose tales written in English and published 
between 1500 and 1660, tlic great majority of them later than i5?io; 
and there arc almost as many translations from the French. Italian, 
and Spanish. To these may be added the published scripts of plays, 
which must liavc been read as storic's. 

There is, however, a reason besides the dominance of tiie drama 
which explains why novels as wc know them were impossible during 
the sixteenth century and the first half of the scventeentli; it is one of 
language. In die blank verse line, the Elizabethans and Jacoheans liad 
created one of the supplest and most subtle instruments of expression 
ever devised. But their prose, for the ordinary purposes of prose, w.is 
clumsy. It could be noble in eloquence, as in Taylor s and Donne s 
sermons, that is to say where speech was heightened to oratory; and 
when it followed the spoken language of the people, as in Deloncy 
and some of the playwrights, it could achieve an admirable rough- 
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and-rcady directness. But it was not until the later years of the seven¬ 
teenth century that an English prose came into general use flexible 
enough, articulated enough, for the task of analysing character and 
the ordering and arranging of significant detaih 

Here, as in so much else, the watershed between the old and the 
new was the Civil War and the years that led to the restoration of 
Charles II. The new prevailed, even though the Stuarts were brought 
back to the throne; but as we try to define the shifts in mental climate 
and habits of thought which ultimately produced an atmosphere in 
which novels could be written, we are faced with confusion and 
contradiction. During the greater part of the seventeenth century 
what prose fiction there was was merely a pale imitation of French 
originals, which in translation were highly popular in court circles. 
The many-volumed Astrit of Honorc d Urft portrayed a world of 
Arcadian innocence which had no more to do with real life than 
Sidney’s Arcai\a\ and yet the landscape described was that of an 
actual country, the scenes of the author % childliood and youth. There 
is a similar contradiction in the interminable, higli-flown romances of 
Mme de Scuddri, the Grand Cyrus (1649-53) aiid CUlie (1656-60). 
Absurd to the modem reader as these books arc - Sir Walter Scott 
calculated that the hero of the Grand Cyrus slew a hundred tliousand 
men with his own hand - the characters, for all their exaggeration, 
were recognizable portraits of men and women of fashionable Paris, 
and the amusements the author attributed to her Persians and Romans 
were die amusements of French society of the day. It was from such 
works that, after the Restoration, die dramatists got the inspiration 
for and the spirit of their ‘heroic’ plays, whicli appear now to have 
been written, as Dr Johnson said, ‘with a seeming determination to 
glut the pubUc with dramatic wonders, to exhibit in its highest eleva¬ 
tion a theatried meteor of incredible love and impossible value, and to 
leave no room for a wilder flight to the extravagances of posterity’. 

Tlie fact is, what we should now call the scientific spirit operated 
only intermittently. The scientific and the magical still existed side by 
side, and despite the absurdities of the romances and the heroic drama, 
one can see, right at the beginning of the century, examples not quite 
of scientific interest in character but at least of attempts to define 
fairly precisely human types. An English edition of die Characters of 
the late Greek writer Theophrastus had appeared in 1592, and its 
influence, probably reinforced by that of Bacon’s essays, with their 
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trenchancy and succinctness of analysis, led during succeeding years 
to a crop of books in which die nature and behaviour of such types as 
the coward and the hypocrite, the good merchant and the happy 
milkmaid, were diagnosed and described. Perhaps charactcry was 
never anything more than a literary exercise, but its relation to the 
novel is obvious. The first magnificent fruit of its marriage with 
reality, however, b seen in works of history, especially in the great 
portrait gallery of Clarendon’s History of the Rebellion. This was 
inevitable. Before the novel, which must to a greater or less degree be 
an imitation of the actual world, could be bom, there had to be works 
already in cidstcncc wliich were not imitations, tliat is not fiction, but 
faithful descriptions of die actual world. So, among the strongest 
influences on what was becoming the novel were works of history 
like Clarendon’s and soberly careful accounts of real life adventure, 
distant countries and strange peoples like Dampier’s A New 1 ’oyage 
Round the World. 

Such books supplied the corrective to the undisciplined fantasies 
of the writers of fiction. For a period of about seventy years before 
the publicadon of Pamela in 1740 we are, as it were, in frontier 
territory, in a sort of Alsace-Lorraine of literature. 1 lie blood of the 
inhabitants is mixed; some arc obviously, whatever tliey conceived 
themselves to be, pure novelists; in others, other strains predominate. 
During the greater part of dais period wh.at we look for in the novel 
to-day, observation of manners and the rendering of the changing 
panorama of actual life, we find not so mucii in the writers of fiction 
as in diarists like Pepys and Evelyn, for the arts of autobiography and 
memoir-writing were a twin-birth with that of the novel. In France 
and Spain romances of real life had already appeared in the form of 
works written in reaction against the liigh-flown artificiality and 
Arcadianism of writers like D’Urfc and Mine de Scuderi; works that 
celebrated, generally in a vein of swaggering cynicism, the exploits of 
rogues. These romances were translated and imitated but produced 
nothing of literary value; die most famous of the English versions. 
Head’s The English Rogue {t66s)y is a dreary, ill-written compilation, 
describing the Ufc of‘Mcriton Latroon, a witty extravagant’, from his 
boyhood, through prison, to his departure for die East Indies. Tlierc 
i* no attempt at charaacrization, and the story is merely the stringing 
together of facetious and sensational incidents. 

When at this time reality did enter English fiction it came from the 
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least expected of quarters and in the least expected of forms. Bunyan 
was fifty when he published The Pilgrim's Progress in 1678. He had 
of course no thought of writing a novel; indeed, we read it as a novel 
to-day simply because of the amount of felt and observed r^ty that 
it contains. It was written as a religious allegory, as a tract or a sermon. 
Scholars have tracked down works that may have influenced Bunyan 
and he may conceivably have read. They do not matter in the least: 
Bunyan was a transcendent genius, the first to appear in English 
prose fiction of any kind, and his work is as original as anything in 
hterature can be. The kind of work he wrote was completely un¬ 
heralded and, it lias been said, had no influence on any fiction that 
came after it: but of that I am not so sure. It is possible to interpret 
influence altogether too narrowly. Within a comparatively short 
time after its appearance The Pilgrim's Progress became the peculiar 
possession of the English people, of ail classes, to an extent beyond any 
otlicr work except the Bible. Its influence, hke the Bible’s, is therefore 
strictly incalculable. One can only say that if it had not been written 
the English people would be different from what they are. At the 
lowest, it set a standard in story’-ccUing, vivid characterizadon and 
natural dialogue which must have influenced, however httle they may 
have realized it, a host of later noveUsts. 

An allegory of the Chrisrian in search of salvadon: even so, if tlie 
word picaresque is now stretched, as it commonly is, to mean any 
novel in which die hero takes a journey whose course plunges him 
into all sorts, condidons, and classes of men. The Pilgrim's Progress is 
not so different in form from the convendonal picaresque novel. 
Christian s progress is nothing if not a journey through die world, 
and though the charaaers encountered on the way have only moral 
tags for names they arc unerringly charaaerized by the words Bunyan 
puts into their mouths. They come alive in their speech, and come 
alive immediately: 

Obstinate: What are the things you seek, since you leave all the 
world to find them? 

Christian: I seek an inheritance incorrupdble, undefiled, and that 
£adcdi not away, and it is laid up in heaven, and safe there, to be 
bestowed, at the time appointed, on them that diligendy seek it. 
Read it so, if you will, in my book. 

Obstinate; Tush! away with your book. Will you go back widius 
or no? 
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Christian ; No, not I, because I have laid my hand to the plough. 

Obstinate : Come then, neighbour Phable, let us turn again, and go 
home without him; there is a company of these crazy-headed cox¬ 
combs, that, when they take a fancy by the end, are wiser in their 
own eyes than seven men that can render a reason. 

Pliable: Don’t revile; if what the good Christian says is true, tlie 
things he looks after are better than ours: my heart inclines to go 
with my neighbour. 

Obstinate: What! more fools still? Be ruled by me, and go back. 
Who knows whither such a brain-sick fellow will lead you? Go back, 
go back, and be wise. 


No dialogue of such easy and homely naturahicss had been heard in 
English fiction; which means that Bunyan’s allegory is deeply rooted 
in the actual. It is of this world in its most familiar aspects; its con¬ 
creteness u startling in its vividness if wc compare it, say, with an 
allegory like The Faerie Queene. And when wc co>nc to the scones of 
Vanity Fair and the trial of Christian and Faithful, it is scarcely an 
exaggeration to say that we are in the presence of a work that already 
fulfils Smollett’s definition of a novel, as ‘a l.irgc, diffused picture, 
comprehending the characters ofUfe, disposed in different groups and 
exliibitcd in various attitudes, for the purposes of a uniform plan. 
To the making of The Pilgrim's Progress went a lifetime of passionate 
observation of men and women. 

This is even more clearly apparent in The Life ami Death of Mr 
Badman, wliich appeared in 1680. Again a moral tract, its purpose is 
to describe ‘the life and death of die ungodly, and of their travel from 
tliis world to licll’. But this time there is no allegory; instead, wc li.n e 
a familiar dialogue between Mr Wiseman and Mr Attentive on the 
subject of dicir neighbour Mr Badman. Doubtless the form is cliuns\, 
but it is ‘carried’ by the raciness and the absolute fidelity of tin. 
dialogue so diat die impression Mr Badman ni.ikcs on liis gotlly 
neighbours could hardly come tiirough more strongly. Mr Badrn.iii 
is a bad man, but his badness, as Bunyan presents it. is .accurately 
observed, the badness wc find in life; he is not an abstr.act nior.d 
monster. 

No doubt Bunyan was an unwitting artist, but he was one all die 
same, and in nothing more than ui the account of Mr Badman s cat 1. 

Attentive : Pray, of what disease did Mr Badman die? — for now I 

perceive that we arc conic to his death. 
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Wiseman : I cannot so properly say that he died of one disease; for 
there were many that had consented and laid their heads together to 
bring liim to his end. He was dropsical, he was consumptive, he was 
surfeited, he was gouty, and (as some say) he had a tang of pox in 
his bowels. Yet the captain of all these men of death that came against 
him to take him away, was the consumption, for it was that that 
brought him down to the grave. 

Attentive : Pray, how was he when he drew to his end - how was 
he when he was (as we say) at the grave’s mouth? 

Wiseman : Wliy, tlicrc was not any otlicr alteration in him than was 
made by his disease upon his body. His mind was the same, his heart 
was the same. He was the selfsame Mr Badman still. 

Attentive : Pray, how was he in his death? Was death strong upon 
him, or did he die with ease, quietly? 

Wiseman: As quietly as a lamb. There seemed not to be in it, to 
standers by, so much as a strong struggle of nature. And as for his 
mind, it seemed to be wholly at quiet. ... 

Bimyan’s unerring sense of and appetite for the real is all die more 
striking when wc set beside him the professional fiction-writers who 
were his contemporaries. The best of diem was Mrs Aphra Bchn. 
Her most famous prose fiction, Orooiioko: or. The Royal Slave, repre¬ 
sents the first appearance of the idea of die noble savage - some 
seventy years before Rousseau; and it could be interpreted as the fore¬ 
runner of all and-impcrialist or anti-colonial literature. But its main 
interest for us Iicre is in Mrs Bclin’s attempt to engraft verisimilitude 
on to a convendonaJ story of romance. Mrs Bclin came to prose 
fiction from die heroic drama, and in essence die story of Oroonoko 
is diat of heroic drama, the story of ill-fated lovers cvcr-faithful main¬ 
taining themselves even in death on a plane of almost impossible 
nobilit)’. Mrs Dclin, however, showed lier originality in two ways. 
First, Oroonoko is presented as die grandson of an African king, ‘a 
man of an hundred and odd years old*. Oroonoko is young, hand¬ 
some and virtuous, and a great warrior; he loves Imoinda, the 
daughter of a great native general; she returns liis love, but the old 
king falls in love with her and she is taken into his harem. The two 
lovers come together in slavery in Surin.nm. And diis is die second 
part of Mrs Bclm’s originality: she claimed to have been brought up 
in Surinam by a kinsman who was governor of that colony, and for 
two centuries her claim was accepted on the strength of what seemed 
the first-hand knowledge of die West Indian colonies shown in 
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Oroonoko. It now appears unlikely tliat she was ever in Surinam, and 
the source of background material was probably George Warren’s 
Impartial Description of Surinam, publislied in 1667. 

Oroonoko is a compendium in Jhmself of all die virtues, an educated 
as well as a noble savage since even in his native Africa he has learned 
French and English and acquired a touching admiration for die 
ancient Romans. It is, to put it at its mildest, implausible; yet Mrs 
Belin sustains our interest in her licro in spite ot Iiis incredibihry. 
She docs so pardy because of the impassioned speech she puts into his 
mouth, speeches traditional enough in licroic drama but here, against 
a more or less reaHstic background, having something of the effect of 
aria in opera: we find ourselves accepting a convention. And there is 
something else: a device old by the time Mrs Bchn used it but still 
remarkably successful. On the title-page of her fiction, Oroonoko is 
called ‘A True History’; and die first paragraph opens with its solemn 
assurance that what we arc about to read is not tiction: '1 was myself 
an Eye-witness to a great part of what you will find licrc set down; 
and what 1 could not be Wimess of, I receiv’d from the Mouth of the 
cliicf Actor in this History, the Hero himself’ And Mrs Belin, speak¬ 
ing in her own person, narrates the story with a combination of 
sobriety and passionate indignation at the behaviour of die white 
settlers of Surinam towards their slaves and Oroonoko especially. 


that still makes a genuine impact on the reader. Mrs Bchn uses Oroo¬ 
noko and Ids virtues as a rod with which to scourge her fellow Chris¬ 
tians. What now invalidates Oroonoko is not so much its author s 
failure in art as our greatly increased knowledge. Slic did not fill up 
the uncharted map of central Africa with ‘Here be monsters or flic 
Aniliropophagi live here’; she merely asserted Africa was inhabited 
by the noble characters of the heroic drama. And this was not im¬ 
plausible, for if tlic characters of the heroic drama were never met 
with in London streets, at least they were very familiar to London 


playgoers. 


Oroonoko was, in fact, a cunning adaptation of romance as Con¬ 
greve describes it in Ids prefatory letter to his own work of prose 
fiction Incognita. ‘Romances’, he says, ‘are generally composed of the 
Constant Loves and invincible Courages of Hero s, Heroins, Kings 
and Queens, Mortals of the first ILink, and so forth; where lofty 


Language, miraculous Contingencies and impossil>le Performances, 
elevate and surprise the Reader into a giddy Delight, which leaves 
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liim flat upon die Ground whenever he gives of... when he is forced 
to be ver)- well convinced that ’ds all a lye.’ Novels, he goes on to say, 
are of a more familiar nature. They ‘come near us, and represent to us 
Intrigues in Practice, deUght us with Accidents and odd Events, but 
not such as are wholly unusual or unpresidented, such which not 
being so distant from our BeUef bring also the Pleasure nearer to us.' 
It is exactly this kind of work Congreve proposes to write in Incognita. 

It is not yet a novel in our sense, and perhaps it is no more dian a 
very brilliant trifle: Congreve caimot have been more than twenty- 
one when he wrote it and may have been onlv seventeen. It was liis 
one attempt at prose fiction; after it, he turned his great talents to the 
drama, and The H'ay oj the IVorU and Love for Love must seem to us 
now to contain far more both of reality and of realism than we find in 
Incognita. Hut die trifle fascinates, apart from its intrinsic qualities of 
wit and lightheartedness, because ot what it promises for the future. 

I think it had no influence on the course ot die novel; our fiction 
would have been im.afTectcd if it had not been written. And yet it is 
difllcult not to sec Incognita as a seed in wluch the mature flower 
potcntiallv exists. 

Incognita is a storv of confusion ofidendty: two young men, close 
friends, go to a masked ball in Florence, exchange names, .and fall each 
m love, thus setting up a chain of consequences developed widi the 
skill ot a grc.it master ot artiticial comedy. Had Congreve written his 
squib wiien he was older he would undoubtedly have set it in London, 
wall a much greater gain in reality. But what is interesting now is 
Congreve’s avowed intention in tliis story: ‘to imitate Dramarick 
Writing, namelv. in the Design, Contexture, and Result of die Plot. 

I liave not observed it before in a Novel.' He was right: before 
Incigniia prose fiction had been artless in form; indeed form can 
hardlv be said to have existed at all. In Incognita, we glimpse in minia¬ 
ture tlic formal .ispcecs of the kind of fiction wc associate pardcularly 
widi the names of Jane Austen, Henry James, and Ivy Compton- 
Burnett. 

Then there is Congreve’s style; a st>le of witty, conversational 
ease that allows him to comment on the action and cliaractcrs he is 
describing, indeed to keep up a running commentary on them, even 
at times burlesque them, without in any way flawing the surface tex¬ 
ture of tlic work. This civilized speaking voice, polished, scepdeal, 
and humorous, knits the work together and gives it its texture. Here 
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the young Congreve looks forward to Fielding and Thackeray and 
again to Jane Austen. 

Congreve could probably have been as fine a novelist as he was a 
dramatist. He took more pride in being a gentleman than in being a 
writer of genius, but the writing of plays was at least compatible with 
being a gentleman. It was not yet so with fiction writing. Its public 
was ‘low’, its status that of a commodity for the masses wliich bore, 
in the eyes of men of letters, no relation to literature. In other words, 
it was not yet an accepted form, much less an inevitable one even for 
writers whose interest in character was strongly developed. The 
characters of Addison’s Spectator papers. Sir Roger do Coverley, Sir 
Andrew Freeport, Will Wimble, and the rest, arc famous in the same 
way as characters in die novel arc; they have the autonomy of great 
fictitious personages; we feel tlicm living beyond the confines ot the 
essays that describe them. Bom fifty years later, Addison could hardly 
have failed to be a great noveUst; but when he began to write the 
Spectator papers in 1711 it was still not inevitable that a concern for 
character on the part of an author should take the form of writing 
novels, and Sir Roger and the others exist on the threshold of a novel 
that was never written. 

When, in the second decade of the cightecndi century, the novel 
really emerged it did $0 from a man to whom art .and literary theory 
meant nothing, from a writer who was not a gentleman but a trades¬ 
man dealing in commodities. In a sense, the relation Defoe bears to the 
artist is that of the forger, but he was forging not works ot art but 
transcripts of actual experience. We sec him as a novelist after the 
event, as it were. A novelist was the last thing he wished to appear as; 
and by a paradox, it is exactly diis that makes him the archetypal 
novelist. 


When he wrote die first part of 77 ie Life and Stratu’c Siirpriiing 
Adventures of Robinson Crusoe, of York, Mariner, by f.ir the best know n 
of the 375 works with which he is authoritatively credited, Defoe \v.as 
fifty-nine. By any standard he was one of the most remarkable men 
who ever lived. Yet while it would be absurd to maintain that liis 
genius has not received its due, one does notice quite commonly in 
his critics a certain meanness of spirit towards him; praise tends to be 
grudging; and one can only see in tins the vestigial remains of the 
contempt, wliich is one of class, expressed m Swift s refereticc to liim 
as ‘the fellow that was pilloried, I Iiave forgot his name . In fact. 


THE ENGLISH NOVEL 


38 

Defoe was almost tlic prototype of a kind of EnglisKman increasingly 
prominent during the eighteenth century and reaching its apotheosis 
in the nineteenth: the man from the lower classes, whose hiac was 
essentially practical and whose success in life, whether in trade or 
industry, was indraately connected with his Protestant religious 
beliefs and the notion of personal responsibility they inculcated. It 
was men of this kind who made the Industrial Revolution, first as 
scientists and technologists, like Joseph Priestley and Watt, and then 
as industrialists, like the Lancashire and Yorkshire textile manu¬ 
facturers. 

Defoe stands to these in the relation of a prosaic Leonardo. With¬ 
out benefit of a university, he was a man of wide learning, speaking 
Iialf a dozen languages, and reading seven. His interests and activities 
were many: he was in turn shopkeeper, manufacturer, journalist, and 
government spy, and Iiis title to be considered the founder of English 
journalism is as great as his claim to be father of the novel. His curi¬ 
osity was endless; he was a man, as his Essay on Projects and A Tour 
Through Great Britain show, who had only to look for his mind to be 
filled with ideas, ideas concerned always with the practical, with man 
as trader, manufacturer, agriculturalist. 

This new type of Englishman, empirical, self-reliant, energetic, and 
with the sense of a direct relation with a God made in liis own image, 
he expresses in the character of Crusoe. The sources of the book have 
been hunted down by scholars, but liis indebtedness to earher writers 
caimot take away from Defoe’s originality. In writing Crusoe he was 
not, of course, consciously writing a novel: he was writing a spoof- 
autobiography which was to be taken by his readers as fact. Crusoe 
sums up, as it were, wthin itself all the travel books that had gone 
before it from the time of Hakluyt on. It is in its way a highly 
scientific work; its facts, geographical and otherwise, arc as accurate 
as the knowledge of his day could make them. This was of the nature 
of the man. The secret of the uncanny verisimilitude he achieves 
has often been analysed. He was the master of the Uteral; he produces 
his illusion of complete reahty by employing a mass of rirr nmcMnfial 
detail of a kind no one, wc think as we read, would bother to invent. 

In Robinson Crusoe, for example, the shipwreck and the hero’s sojourn 
on his island, tliough the most important parts of the book, are still 
only parts. Before he reaches the point of being cast away, Crusoe 
passes through a whole gamut of adventures, including a period in 
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slavery to die Barbary corsairs. By the time we reach the shipwreck if 
has already become in our mind somcdiing diat would inevitably 
happen to a man like him: it is, in other words, in character. The 
smaller lies have conditioned us to accept die bigger one. It is cer¬ 
tainly incredible enough: Crusoe is on his island twency-ciglit years, 
two months, and nineteen days. The exactitude is characteristic; it is 
pardy because we can follow Crusoe’s experiences at times from day 
to day and always from year to year, with the dates given, diat we 
swallow die impossible. In a way, the impossible has been caged by 
the calendar and tamed. But we accept Crusoe’s story even more 
readily because Defoe puts the stress all die time not on the isKind or on 
the dangers surrounding his hero but on Crusoe the man himself. It is 
Crusoe who fills the picture, and he docs so as a truly heroic figure, 
a man dominating nature. Crusoe is the first great individualist, but 
he convinces as such by his ordinariness: having assumed liis large 
impossibility, Defoe henceforward is scrupulous in keeping w’idiin the 
bounds of the possible. As Coleridge points out, in wTiat he does 
Crusoe ‘arrives at no excellence ... the carpentering, tailoring, pot¬ 
tery, etc., arc all just wliat will answer his purpose ... Crusoe rises 
only to the point to which all men may be made to feci that they 
might.’ 

It was Coleridge’s contendon that Crusoe was ‘the universal 
representative, the person, for whom every reader could substitute 
himself’. If diis is so, it is because of the fidelity and the tliorougliness 
with which Defoe has drawn Crusoe’s likeness. Here, in his excursion 
into imaginary autobiography, Defoe had nodiing to guide him but 
his own genius. Indeed, the phrase ‘imaginary autobiography’ is itself 
misleading if it suggests that tlicrc were autobiographies extant that 
Defoe could use as models. Apart from a few works from remote 
periods, such as the Confessions of St Augustine, the prose literature 
of sclfi-rcvelation scarcely existed in Defoe’s day: the diaries of Pepys 
and Evelyn, written during his boyhood, were not made public until 
the nineteenth century. Yet Crusoe is a strikingly complete character; 
though there are whole areas of human experience on which he lias 
nothing to say, tliis docs not make liis completeness and rounjness 
tlic less, for those he does report on arc rendered so fully that wc can 
work out for ourselves liis attitude to the others. At first sight tlic clue 
to Crusoe’s charaacr may seem to be his: 'It was in vain to sit sdli 
and wish for what was not to be had, and this extremely rouz’d my 



40 


THE ENGLISH NOVEL 


application’; together with his powen of observation and deduction^ 
as shown for instance in his account of his fint encounter with the 
goats on the island: 

I observ’d if they saw me in the valleys, tho’ they were upon the 
rocks, they would run away as in a terrible fright; but if they were 
feeding in the valleys, and I was upon the rocks, they took no notice 
of me, from when I concluded that by the position of their opdeks, 
their sight was so directed downward, tliat they did not readily see 
objects that were above them; so afterward I took this method, I 
always dim’d die rocks first to get above diem, and then had frequendy 
a fair mark. 

But there is also die odicr side to Crusoe, die religious side, his pre- 
occuparion with theology, his morahzing. It comes out cspedally in 
such a passage as diis: 

Tliis renew’d a contcmpladon which had often come to my thoughts 
in former time, when first I began to see the merciful dispositions of 
Heaven in the dangers we run through in diis life; bow wonderfully 
we arc ddivered when we know nothing of it; how when we arc in a 
quandary, as we call it, a doubt or hesitation, whether to go this way or 
iliat way, a secret hint shall direct us this way, when we intended to go 
that way; nay, when sense, our own inclination, and perhaps business 
has call’d us to go the other way, yet a strange impression upon the 
mind, from we know not what springs, and by we know not what 
power, shall overrule us to go this way; and it shall afterwards appear 
that had we gone the way we should have gone, and even to our 
imagination ought to have gone, we should have been ruin’d and lost. 
Upon these and many like reScctions, I afterwards made it a certain 
rule with me, that whenever I found those secret hints or pressings of 
my mind, to doing or not doing any thing that presented, or to going 
tliis way or that way, I never fail’d to obey the secret dictate; though I 
knew no other reason for it than that such a pressure or such a hint hung 
upon my mind. 

As much as Milton, Crusoe is God’s Englishman, and God helps 
those who help dicmsclvcs. The sense of parmership bcmccn God 
and man is widi Crusoe all die time. 

The tivo sides of Crusoe, the practical and die religious — and it is 
none the less religious because so often expressed in moraUsde terms - 
come togcdicr in such a passage, which Coleridge acclaimed as 
‘wordiy of Shakespeare’, as; 
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I smil’d to myself at tlie sight of this money: 'O drug!’ said I aloud_ 

However, upon second thoughts, I took it away; aiid wrapping all tliis 
in a piece of canvas. ... 

Within a year of the publication of Crusoe a parody of it had 
appeared, ending with die point-blank asserdon that Defoe was a liar. 
He retorted that the book was in fact allegorical, every important 
passage in it corresponding to an event in his owm Ufe. However 
disingenuous Defoe’s defence may be in detail, in a sense it is obvi¬ 
ously and profoundly true. No doubt Defoe began with no other 
intention than to write a fake-autobiography of a sailor like Selkirk or 
Dampier, but die reader who returns to it to-day as an adult cannot 
fail to sec in it more than the adventures of the castaway on an un¬ 
inhabited island. Indeed, simply by describing those adventures Defoe 
had done more: he had dramatized as sharply as possible the ines¬ 
capable solitariness of each man in his relation to God and the universe, 
and it is die index of his triumph with his hero that Crusoe still 
remains adequate as a representation of the human being in tliis 
timeless situation. 

Defoe’s achievement is even more remarkable when we add to 
Robinson Crusoe his other fictions. They show how generally applic¬ 
able were the methods of producing the effect of reality lie had 
devised in that book. Of his other fictions the two most outstanding 
now arc A Journal of the Plague Year, perhaps the most convincing 
rc-crcation of an historical event ever written, .and Moll Planders. Here, 
he holds and delights us with a character in a perfectly ordinary 
setting; the advantages, as far as keeping the reader’s attention goes, 
of die exotic and die strange arc foregone. He has to depend entirely 
on the impression lie makes of telling the simple truth, and at no 
point m die novel can dicrc be any doubt of his success: 

The child had a little necklace on of gold beads, and I had my eyes upon 
diat, and in the dark of the alley I stooped, pretending to mend the 
child s clog that was loose, and took off her necklace, and tlic cliild 
never felt it, and so led the ciiild on again. Here, I say, tlie devil put me 
upon killing tlie child in die dark alley, that it inighr not cry, but the 
Very thought frighted me so that I was ready to drop down; but I 
turned the child about and bade it go back again, for cliat was not its 
Way home. ... As I did the cliild no harm, I only said to myself, I have 
given the parents a just reproof in leaving the poor little lamb to come 
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home by itself, and it would teach them to take more care of it anodiet 
time. 

To-day, wc might call Moll FlanJers a sociological novel dealing 
with the making of a criminal, for the emphasis throughout b on the 
effect of environment on character. But the greater interest b that, 
written in the first person as a ‘true confession with the moral tag at 
the end that ‘true confessions’ in any age must have, it b further 
evidence of the protean nature of Defoe’s imagination. It was one 
thing to create Crusoe, quite another to create MoU, and one scarcely 
knows which feat to adnure the more. Moll cxbts completely in the 
round; so perfea b Defoe’s assumption of her character that her 
personahey b fully exposed. In Moll Flanders more than any other of 
hb fictions Defoe b revealed as the first wholly unambiguous instance 
in our Uterature of tliat interest in cliaractcr in itself, that obsession to 
impart character, which Virginia Woolf found the dbang uishin g 
mark of the noveUst. In thb respect, if in no other, Defoe b the 
arclicry’pal novelbt. 

To talk of lib influence b to plunge into imponderables. It would 
be as easy to dbcuss and weigh the influence on our novel of die 
Englbh weather or the Englbh climate. One can only say, as of Bun- 
yan, that without him wc should all be different from what we arc. 
One great contemporary he certainly influenced, Swift, who, though 
possessing many of the attributes of a novelbt, cannot be called one. 
Gulliver's Travels b a work of fiction but not a novel, though in it 
Swift uses circumstantial detail after the manner of Defoe in order to 
persuade us of the truth of hb Lilliputians and Brobdingnagians. And 
great as lib genius was, one feeb tint S^vift could never have been a 
novelbt. Satire can only be part of the novelbt’s make-up; in Swift s 
it was everything. 
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The Eighteenth Century 


The first great fiowcting of the English novel began » ' 740 . 

Richardson's Pamch. and ended thirty-one years later with SnaoUett s 

Humphry Clinker. Of the four great noveUsts of the century the firs , 

Richardson and Fielding, arc the greatest. No two great ^vntcrs uve 

ever existed in one period in sharper contrast '' 

embody the uvo extremes of the creative impulse. 

the BiJgraphiu LUeruriu: 'Wlnle Shakespeare darts lunuclf fo'*) • ^ 

passes into all forms ofhuman character and passion the “">= 

of the fire and flood; MUton attracts all forms and thmgs to lumself 

All things and modes of action shape themselves anew ui the bemg of 

Milton; wliile Shakespeare becomes all tilings, yet for ever remaiim g 

himself.' In tliis contLt Coleridge is isolatuig two 
opposed kinds of creative imagination in tlie.r purest and most 
comprehensive expressions. If Coleridge's distmction is applied to 
eighteenthHxntury novelists, then Fielding approximates to Shake 

speare and Richardson to Milton. 

Samuel Richardson was bom in Derbyshire ^ 

nickname. 'Serious and Gravity', would have fitted urn 
his life. He was intended for the church, but smee the 
did not allow this he was sent to London at the age ^ 

apprenticed to a printer. The very pattern of tlic 
II, even to the point of marrying Iris master s 

as industrious apprentices should, a successfu usuiess m ' , 

the journals of the House of Commons, Master of the S t oner s 

Coiipany, and Law Printer to the King. 
of fifty, by accident. In I739 be was commissioned y 
bookseller; to compUe a volume of Fan., liar Uucs “ 

only serve as models for tire uneducated in then 

also demonstrate 'how to tlunk and act just y an p jj,eluded 

common Concerns of Human Life'. Among them were to be uiclnded 
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a number ‘to instruct handsome girls, who were obliged to go out to 
service, as they phrase it, how to avoid the snares that might.be laid 
against their virtue*. He remembered a true story he had been told 
twenty-five years carUcr, while staying in the country, of the way in 
which the local landowner had come to marry his wife. A child of 
humble parents, reared in the striacst principles of morality, she had 
been engaged as a maid by the landowner s mother. After his mother s 
death the squire tried, in Richardson’s words, ‘by all maimer of temp¬ 
tations, to seduce her. ... She had recourse to as many innocent 
stratagems to escape the snares laid for her virtue: once, however, in 
despair, having been near drowning. ... At last, her noble r e s i sta n ce, 
watchfulness, and excellent qualities, subdued him, and he thought fit 
to make her his wife,’ in wliich station ‘she behaved herself with so 
much dignity, sweetness, and humihty, that she made herself beloved 
of everj’body, and even by liis relations, who at first despised her; 
and now had the blessings both of rich and poor, and the love of her 
husband’. The result was, Richardson put aside the Familiar Letters 
for a future occasion and, retaining only the letter form for his narra¬ 
tive, wrote Pamela, or Virtue Rewarded. 

It was immediately and overwhelmingly successful. Richardson 
became the centre of a circle of adoring women who found in liim a 
sage, a prophet, and a law-giver. We, however, come to Richardson 
with two centuries of novels beliind us; it is scarcely possible for us to 
imagine the intense shock of novelty tliat Pamela must liave had for 
its first readers. There had been nothing like it before. In addition, 
Richardson had discovered one of tlie most potent formulas of the 
best-selling novel, what has been called ‘die principle of procrastinated 
rape’. There is Pamela, there is Mr B. hot in pursuit of her virginity. 
Will she lose it? Will she? Won’t she? The suspense is cvcr>ihmg; 
and die screw is turned to the uttermost. Pamela loves Mr B. and she 
holds out for marriage, and she has been accused, along with her 
creator, of preaching a merely prudential morahty, of confusing 
morality indeed widi rcspcctabUity. There is trudi in diis, and yet, 
when we arc considering the impact of die novel on its first readers, 
it is beside the point. Richardson as sexual moralist is not, perhaps, a 
very endearing person, but he was not simply a sexual moralist. What 
Richardson’s readers were so ardently responding to was his treat¬ 
ment of the situation of their time, and what diat situation was is as 
pl-ain in his work as in Fielding’s. Fielding, it has often been said, saw 
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it as his task to reform tlie manners of the age; Ricliardson, by de¬ 
lineating models of virtue, sought to improve its morals. All this is 
true, so far as it goes, but the real problem facing them and their 
contemporaries was not crudity of manners, barbarity, or defective 
morals as such but the existence at all levels of inordinate, arbitrary', 
and irresponsible power against wliich the ordinary private citizen 
was helpless. It is not by chance that the would-be seducer of Pamela, 
Mr B., is a Justice of die Peace, for in Pamela Richardson was tackling 
the situation of the age in the most intensely dramatic manner possible. 
Against an almost omnipotent authority Ricliardson pitted helpless¬ 
ness combined with virtue — and despite all hazards, helplessness 
combined with virtue triumphed, simply because it was virtue, and 
what is more, forced authority to accept it on its own terms. It was 
this that the age applauded: Richardson was the spokesman of justice, 
and when he makes his Pamela write to her parents in such words as: 

•.. one may see how poor people arc despised by the proud and the 
rich! yet wc were all on a footing originally; and many of these gentry, 
who brag of their ancient blood, would be glad to have it as whole¬ 
some and as really untainted as ours! - Surely tlicsc proud people never 
think what a short stage life is: and that, with all their vanity, a time is 
coming, when they must submit to be on a level with us. The pliilo- 
sopher said true, when he looked upon the skull of a king, and that of 
a poor man, that he saw no difference between them. Besides, do they 
not know, that the richest of princes, and the poorest of beggars, are to 
have one great and tremendous judge, at the last day; wlio will not 
distinguish between them, according to their circuiMSt.inces in life; on 
the contrary, may make their condcnuiations the greater, as tlieir 
neglected opportunities were greater! Poor souls! liow do I pity tlicir 
pride I - O keep me, heaven, from llu-ir liigli condition, if my mind 
shall ever be tempted with tluir vice, or polluted with so cruel and 
inconsiderate a contempt of tliat humble estate they behold with so 
much scorn! 

justice could hardly have had a better spokesman. 

Ricliardson did not conceive of justice in anytliing like political 
terms. A resolute Tory, he was no critic of tlie dass-struccurc ot his 
day. His protest was in tlie name of religion and moraluy; but, by 
niaking his central characters in his first two novels women, and 
opposing them to die Hbertinagc of men, iic did much to elevate die 
position of women, not least in dicir own eyes. And tliougli Pamela 
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may seem to us now a study in crude black-and-white morality, with 
a strong vein of concupiscence running through it, and though the 
details of the plot may not stand much inspection, his age was right 
to applaud it as it did, for all its ethical code needed die corrective of 
Fielding’s satire. 

As a novel, Pamela is to-day of historical rather than of intrinsic 
interest. This is not in the least true of Clarissa, published in 1748. 
The longest novel in English, its very bulk probably prevents its 
being much read now; yet it remains by any standard a very great 
novel indeed. Its dicme is much the same as that o(Pamela: conscious 
virtue (female) pursued by unrelenting viciousness (masculine); but 
just as it is much more subtle, much more richly orchestrated than the 
earlier novel, so the theme is raised to an altogether higher level, 
treated on the tragic plane. Clarissa Harlowe, the model of her sex in 
every conceivable respect, accomplislimcnts, virtue, filial obedience, 
beauty, is the youngest cliild of a wealthy, purse-proud, land-hungry 
family. The rich, handsome, brilliant rake Lovelace falls in love widi 
her; he has already paid his addresses to her sister and has quarrelled 
mortally widi her family. Another suitor, whose estates are con¬ 
veniently adjacent to diosc of the Harlowes, is found for her; Clarissa 
cannot love liim and refuses to marry liim; she is made a prisoner in 
her parents’ house, subjected to tlic conceivable utmost of family 
pressure, still refuses, even promising to remain single all her life 40 
long as she is not compelled to marr)' the egregious Mr Solmcs, and 
then, just before a fmal attempt at compulsion is to be made on her, is 
abducted by Lovelace. She loves him; or would love him if only he 
were penitent and virtuous. He conducts her to a brotliel, where, 
always pleading liis love for her, always promising marriage, and yet 
delaying the necessary' preliminary formalities, he makes several 
attempts on her chastity, which she indign.antly repulses. At last, he 
rapes her while drugged. After that, despite all his pleading, and the 
pleading of his family and friends, she will not many' liim. She wastes 
away undl she dies; and Lovelace liimsclf is killed in a duel by one of 
her kinsmen. As her friend Miss Howe writes to her, Clarissa’s ‘only 
crime is her merit’: she is persecuted .and driven to her death by her 
family .md by die hbertinc who loves her, who loves her, indeed, 
almost to the point of madness. 

Thus baldly s^mopsized, Clarissa may seem to be no more capable 
of rational scrutiny dran Pamela. But this is to ignore altogether the 
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intensity of its author’s imagination and tlic masterly nature of its 
composition. Like the earUer novel. Clarissa is told cnurcly m letters, 
in letters often of enormous length between Clarissa and her family, 
Lovelace, and her friend Miss Howe, and between Lovelace and his 
friends and tools. The technique has often been ridiculed: Sir Leslie 
Stephen computed that one of die correspondents m Richardson s 
third novel. Sir Charles Grandison, must, to have composed the letters 
she is supposed to have done during a period of diree days, have been 
writing steadily for eight hours a day. We have to accept a fictitious 
world whose inhabitants hvc, as it were, for die pen, who are con- 
standy sitting down, as soon as anything has happened to them, to 
write detailed descriptions of the events and long analyses of dieir 
reactions to them, in the form ofletters to dicir friends; letters replied 
to. with equally lengthy observations on the events described, and 
often transmitted to a tliird charaaer who in turn adds his or her 
comments to die initial event. As a convenuon - and every novehs 
must expect die reader to accept the convenuon he has chosen for lus 
way ofLration - it is no more absurd than diat 
firslperson narrator in a novel like Da.id CopperfiM, or tl^ assump¬ 
tion Lt we must make when reading Virginia Woolf s The ^Va> s 
that we arc overhearing half a dozen people talking to themselves 
interior monologue at key-moments in their lives. Once 
it breaks down only when Richardson doubts its rauon.aht) I m c f 
and diinks it necessary to make his characters justify or explain the r 
inordinate pleasure in the art of letter writing. Then, for the moment. 

the illusion is wrecked. , x,. 

The positive virtues of Richardson s tcchmque for the P ' ^ 

had in Ld were enormous. One of then, l.e desenbes tn lus preface 

to the novel; 

be brou Jrr home to the breast of < - t d.a 'osur or 

affecting conversations; many of , a- ■ mKt be the style of 

dramatie way. ... Much more lively “■''‘ “ffccune n s be he ryk ot 

those who write in the height of a pre,™, X o fa, ■)• 

the pangs of uneerrainry 

than the dry, narrative, unanimatcd sty P 

and dangers surrounded, can be .. ♦ 
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Richardson’s is a dramatic technique; the letters the characters write to 
one another arc the equivalent of dramatic speeches; and while we 
read Clarissa or Sir Charles Grandison we exist, as we do when watch¬ 
ing a play or a film, in a continuous present, always at the cutting edge 
of the character’s suffering, analysing, experiencing mind. And we not 
only have tiic character as he sees and presents liimself; through the 
letters of the other cliaractcrs we see him as others see liim. The result 
is a much greater immediacy and intensity in the rendering of 
character in itself than we find in almost any English fiction until we 
approach the present age. Yet though his novels could have been 
written by no other man, tliough they are impregnated with his 
values, though all things and modes of being shape themselves anew 
in liim, Richardson liimself, wliile telling his story, is quite outside 
the action, he never intervenes, he never speaks in his own voice. 
The most subjective of writers in tliat the world he created was an 
acutely personal one, specialized to himself, no man could have been 
more objective in his presentation of it. 

Richardson owes much of his success to the ver)’ length at which 
he writes. In Clarissa, for inst.ancc, he takes more than a million words 
to relate die events of eleven months. He writes as it were in slow 
motion; his characten scrutinize themselves as though they were dicir 
own subjects under a microscope. We know as we read that Richard¬ 
son’s is not quite the real world - HazUtt called it, in a brilliant phrase, 
‘artificial reality’; wc arc not convinced that Richardson knows at 
first hand tlie wealthy and fashionable world that is his background; 
yet the illusion of realit)’ is none the less strong, so intensely imagined 
is the world he is depicting. He was not, we may assume, a man mucli 
given to frequenting brothels and consorting with prostitutes and 
procuresses; yet his great brothel scene and die description of the 
lingering death of the bawd Mrs Sinclair have a detailed vividness 
and a compulsion dut suggest Zola, and are indeed as horrifying as 
an^ihing in that writer, as is seen in the description of the prostitutes 
round the dying woman’s bed: 

The other seven seemed to have been just up, risen perhaps from their 
customers in the fore house, and their nocturnal orgies, with faces, three 
or four of them, that had run, the paint lying in streaky scams not half 
blowzcd off, discovering coarse wrinkled skins: the hair of some of 
them of diven colours, obliged to the bhcklead comb where black was 
affected; the artificial jet, however, yielding place to the natural 
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bnndle: that of othen plastered \vith oiJ and powder; the oU pre- 

cwls or ragged ends; and each at my entrance taken with one motion 
smoking their matted locks with both hands under their coifs, mobs or 

stockingless some: only under-petticoated all; their gowns, made to 

hXbutt hoops hanging troUopy, and tangling about their 
heels but hastily wrapped round them as soon as I came in. And half of 

them (onpadded. shoulder-bcit. paUid-lippcd, limbcr-jointcd wretches) 
appearing, from a blooming nineteen or nventy perhaps over night 
haggard well-woni strumpets of tliirty-eight or forty. ^ ’ 

The passage is taken from a letter written to Lovelace by his friend 
and former accomplice Bclford. a rake reformed by the contempla- 
tion ot CJanssa s unconquerable virtue and lier resolution under perse¬ 
cution. Richardson’s genius is such that every character in turn, no 
matter how small his part in the action, is perfectly iiulividualized in 
the letters he writes: open the book anywlicre at random and the 
letter picked upon will unfaUingly proclaim its writer. Tlie number of 
mraaersisnot large; the convention Ricliardsoii worked in prevent¬ 
ed that; but all are triumpliantly aUve, from Clarissa’s malignant 
brother, an ogre of rancorous envy and diseased, ingrown pride, to 
the ludicrously conceited Rev. Mr Brand, a magnificent example - 
one day to emerge as Mr Collins in Pride and^Prcjudicc - of what 
Richardson could do in comedy when lie wanted to. 

But the two great characters of Clarissa arc the lieroinc and Love- 
bicc. V. S. Pritchett has said tliat RicJiardson was mad - mad about 
«x, and I doubt whcilier it is possible for tlic critic who comes to 
Clarissa after reading Freud to deny that the novel must have been 
written by a man who was, even though unconsciously, a satlist in the 

Ji'igcring, horrified, gloating descriptions 
ot Clarissa’s long-drawn-out sexual liumilintion at the hands of 
Lovelace, tlic rape that is constantly threatened and constantly defer¬ 
red until, wlicn it occurs, it has an additional horror simply because of 
Its long postponement, provide an element of quite inescapable por¬ 
nography compared with which the obscenity of Smollett and the 
indecency of Sterne, so often rebuked by the righteous, appear 
mnocent. The remarkable tiling is, the tragedy would be impossible 
wimout it. Clarissa is a tragedy of sex. It seems impossible, in the 
cany stages of the novel, that Clarissa herself, a creature almost in- 
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human in her perfections, can ever become a tragic heroine; yet she 
docs, for it is not her virtue as such, but her sufferings and her in¬ 
transigence under suffering, that make her human. She comes to life 
as a tragic heroine precisely at the point when, having endured the 
ultimate sexual humiliation from Lovelace, she refuses to marry him. 

The character of Robert Lovelace, her ravisher, is one of the 
greatest in literature: he stands out in Richardson s pages with the 
daemonic magnetism of a figure of mytli. He comes straight out of 
the dcptlis of lais creator’s unconscious and yet, at the same rime, is one 
of tlie most convincing renderings of a man of intellect that exists in 
fiction. His letters bear continually the imprint of intellectual vivacity 
and curiosity; and he has a gaiety and wildness - a wildness of the 
mind - tliat arc incomparable. He is a most subtle creation, who, 
restless analyst of liis own actions though he is, scarcely knows any 
more than liis creator docs tlic true motives for his behaviour. He is a 
man for whom woman is the eternal enemy, whose generosity can be 
appealed to but whose pride - and for Lovelace pride is sexual pride 
- must never be slighteff ‘Caesar was not a prouder man than Love¬ 
lace,’ he writes to Bclford, and, on the sex-war, ‘1 love, when I dig a 
pit, to have my prey tumble in with secure feet and open eyes; then a 
man can look down upon her, with an 0-/w, chamcr, how came you 
thcreV The real lure of Clarissa for liim consists in the very intran¬ 
sigence of her chastity; he is as much her victim as she is his. In the 
end, he wants her so fiercely that to have her he will even consent to 
marry her, but even that would have represented a kind of defeat for 
him, for it is he, and he alone, who of his own free will must confer 
favours on his victims, and in Clarissa he has met an adversary whose 
pride as a woman is as great as his pride as a man. It is the necessity of 
his existence, dtcreforc, that Clarissa must be violated m her deepest 
instincts, be broken and humbled, and rite dream is the sweeter be¬ 
cause, by so doing, he will at die same time revenge himself on the 
despised and hated Harlowcs: 

It would be a miracle, as thou sayest, if diis lady can save herself- and 
having gone so far, how can I recede? Then my revenge upon the 
Harlowcs! To have run away with a daughter of theirs, to make her a 
Lovelace - to make one of her family so superior to her own - what a 
triumph, as I have heretofore obsci^'cd, to them ! But to nm away with 
her, and to bring her to my lure in the other light, what a mortification 
of their pride! What a gratification of my own! 
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Lovelace is die one character in Anglo-Saxon fiction comparable 
with the original Don Juan, the Don Juan who, like the characters of 
Hamlet and Don Quixote, still fascinates successive generations of 
human beings because he expresses in symbolic form, and tluis 
retains its mystery as he does so, one abiding aspect of human nature. 
It is improbable that Richardson knew the original Don Juan at 
first hand, though he may well have read Molicrc’s coined)- and the 
Restoration dramatist Shadwcll’s not quite absurd play The Lihcrtuic, 
to die incidental action of wliicli Clarissa has a few small similarities. 
If he did know them. Ids debt was trifling enough; we have to read 
them in the light of Clarissa to see how successfully lie transmuted 
liis libertine hero into an English setting and English terms. Lovelace 
is one of the great originals of fiction. 

Clarissa is easily the best of Richardson’s novels. Pamela was an 
excessively brilliant trial run, executed in the crude contrasts of a 
moral tract; and Sir Charles Grandison is too much of its time. The 
hero represents Richardson’s ideal of manly virtue as Pamela liis 
ideal of female virtue. It was a deliberate attempt to redress the 
balance, since both Mr B., of Pamela, and Lovelace had been villains. 
Perhaps Sir Cliarles is the author’s dream-picture of himself, a man of 
lofty birth, great riches, perfect breeding, endowed with every gift, 
accomplishment, and virtue, the very embodiment of noblesse cbliac — 
and surrounded always, like his creator, with a chorus of adoring 
women, from among whom he must choose the one most wordiy 
to be liis consort. Grandison is indeed Richardson’s ‘lust man made 
perfect, and for all the excellences of the novel, its admirable dramatic 
passages, be is in the end no more convincing than the virtuous in 
fiction usually arc. He is, in fact, too much of a good tiling; he scatters 
the largesse of his benevolence on all sides, but neither his principles 
nor liis virtues are submitted to any very searching test; he rem.nins 
always in command of every situation. In Sir Charles, Ricluirdson 
exposes his own ideas of what constitutes human goodness; he is, 
perlups, Meredith’s Sir Willoughby Patte me taken with dead serious¬ 
ness, at Ills face value, without any of the satire Meredith brought to 
bear on liim. He is, in other words, a most devastating prig, the 
greatest in fiction, and since he is perfect from the beginning, all that 
the action can represent is a series of variations on tlie theme of his 

goodness. 

Faced with so formidable a literary innovator as Richardson, 
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scholars have naturaUy sought to esdmate his indebtedness to other 
writers. They have not found the task easy. Did he owe anythmg to 
the novel La Vie de Marianne, by the French novelist Manvaux, 
which had been published ten years earlier and had begun to appear m 
an English version before Richardson wrote Pamela^ The two works 
have qualities in common, yet the theory that Richardson was in- 
Hucnccd by Marivaux is far from generally accepted. The whole 
question of Utcrary inHucncc, the indebtedness of one wntcr to others 
is much more difficult and complex than some fiterary historians seem 
to tliink. The apparent influence of an older novehst on a later may 
in fact be no influence at all, in the sense that tlic later writer’s work 
would have been in some way different had he not kno^vn his for¬ 
bear’s, but rather a relation bct\veen affimties. In the physical sciences 
it has become a commonplace that discoveries arc frequently made 
simultaneously by two or more minds working quite independently 
of one anotlicr. It is as though the discovery itself has come into 
existence of its own accord, as tlic result of the development of know¬ 
ledge leading up to it, and is as it were waiting to be discovered. 
Likewise, nvo or more writers living at more or less tlic same tirne 
may show similar modes of seeing tlic world and of rendering it in 
the novel. By 1740, botli in France and England, the novel was, as it 
were, in the air, already in existence potentially; all that was needed 
was someone to write it; and Richardson and Marivaux have much 
in common because the forces that shaped them were common to 

both. 

The influence of Richardson himself on later novelists has been so 
huge .as to be incalculable. For tlic first generation of the novel no 
writer of fiction could escape liini, es’cn if, like Fielding and SmoUett, 
he was writing consciously in reaction against him. When Jolinson 
said that he ‘had enlarged the knowledge of human nature’, he was 
speaking simple trutli. Richardson had altered men’s awareness of 
tlicmselves even without their knowing it. What he had introduced^ 
into fiction, and tlicrcforc into the modes of tliinking and feeling ot 
countless readers, were tlic analysis of emotion and motive, intro¬ 
spection in the widest sense, and ultimately tlic belief in the value of 
emotion and of feeling for tlicir own sakes. When a felt emotion is 
valued simply because it is felt, tlien if we liavc not already reached 
sentimentalit)' we shall find it waiting for us just round the comer. It 
is from Pamela, Clarissa, and Sir Charles Grandison, powerfully 
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abetted by Sterne’s Tristram Shaitdy, that modem sentimentality 
derives, along with the masters of the sentimental, writers like Rous¬ 
seau, Dickens, and Thackeray. 

What was not taken over by later novelists was liis technique 
and the reason for his technique, his impulse to show characters as 
personalities, tliinking and feeling for themselves with the author 
himself absent from die stage, refusing, almost as a point of honour, 
to intervene in the action. Odier novelists were to use the letter-form 
as a vehicle for fiction; but never for Richardson’s reasons. And for 
anything like liis direct rendering of the minds of Ids characters in the 
very moment of tliinking and feelhig, we have to wait for more tli-in 
a century, for the appearance of Henry James, who had many affinities 
with him, James Joyce, Dorodiy Richardson, and Virginia Woolf. 


2 

The main tradition of the English novel as it was commonly written 
until well into tlic second half of the nineteenth century, derives 
from Henry Fielding (1707-54). His first novel, Joseph Andrews, was 
at first conceived as a satire on Pamela, its situations and values. 
Fielding decided that Pamela should have a brodier, a virtuous foot¬ 
man named Joseph, who would repulse the advances of Lady Booby 
as his sister had done those of Lady Booby s nephew, Richardson s 
Mr B. It was, as it turned out, a false start, for, having discovered die 
form of the novel. Fielding went on to do somctliing quite different 
from merely poking fun at Richardson. 

Fielding sliarcd with his half-brother. Sir John Fielding, who 
succeeded liim at Bow Street, the distinction of being the best magis¬ 
trate London had during the eighteenth century, and the qualities and 
experience of life that he brought to his office would iiave been 
remarkable in any epoch. His cousin Lady Mary Wortley Montagu 
wrote of him: 

I am sorry for H. Fielding’s dcatli, not only as 1 shill read no more 
of his writings, but I believe he lost more than others, as no man 
enjoyed life more tlian lie did, though few Iiad less reason to do so, the 
highest of his preferment being raking in llic low est sinks of vice and 
misery. ... His happy constitution (even wlien he lud. with great 
pains, half demolished it) made liim forget everything wlien he was 
before a venison pasty, or over a flask of champagne, and 1 am per- 
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suaded he has known more happy moments than any prince upon the 

earth. . , 

Our for impressior. of Fielding, d.cn, is ofa msn wr* on mormo^ 

■ zest for Uving. spendthrift both of his money and hts health D«pue 
his aristocratic origins. Fielding had experienced at 
appalling economic 

an almost Elizabethan brutality and lack of mhibition. But lus bodily 
vigour and appetite for life were allied with an inteUectual ^ergy 
a generosity of spirit no less strong. Keats’s famous plirase, the 
hoLcss of the heart’s affections’, might have sounded strange on ^ 
lips, but his bcUef in it was passionate, as lus life and his books 
show. And he knew, from his own experience as wcU as from obser¬ 
vation. what die real canker of die age was: the prevalence, at ail 
levcU of society, of unconditioned and therefore tyrannical powc^ 
Like Richardson, he became a novelist almost by accident. The 
passing of the Licensing Act of 1737 . that curious censorship oi the 
stage wliich is still with us and wliicli Ficldmg’s ovm dramaac satires 
on Sir Robert Walpole had brought into being, had put an »d to ^ 
not unsucccsshd career as a playwright. Driven out of die theatre, he 
had become a barrister practising on die Western Circuit and then a 
political journalist until he was appointed Justice of die Peace for 
Westminster and Middlesex. It was not regarded as an «pcaaUy 
honourable office, but he was indefatigable in die course of his duties, 
was die originator of many reforms in the administration ofjusQce and 
prevention of crime, and wore himself out in the public service. Hu 
novels may in a sense be seen as by-products of a busy career, but the 
immediate end he proposed for them was not so vcty different from 
the ends for which he worked as the most fearless and honest magis¬ 
trate of his day, the reform of the manners of the age. In dus respect, 
Tom Jones and^n Inquiry into the Cause of the late increase oj Robbers 


are as one. 

Fielding’s work was, svith that of his friend Hogarth, the most 
powerful artistic expression of the social conscience of the age. It is not 
easy to over-rate the brutality and squalor of much of eighteenth-cen¬ 
tury life, wliich may be summed up in pubUc executions on a vast 
scale (‘Many cartloads of our feUow creatures’ - die words are Field¬ 
ing’s - ‘are once in six weeks ... carried to slaughter’) and gm ( dr^ 
for a penny, dead-drunk for tsvopcncc’); but we do well to remi^ber 
the reforming zeal wliicli was already active. J. H. Plumb, in his 
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England in the Eighteenth Century, has reminded us tliat in 1735 ‘there 
were 99,380 aaions taken out by the Society for die Reformadon of 
Manners in the London area alone’. Fielding, bodi as novelist and 


magistrate, was a society for the reform of manners in Iximself, and it 
was only natural that, when writing Joseph Andreu’S, he should not 
long be content widi reforming Samuel Richardson s manners alone. 

Like most of die greater eighteenth-century writers he saw him¬ 
self as a moralist and satirist, but he was much more besides. What he 


was besides was, as it were, the fine flower of his didactic purpose. 
The first English theorist of the novel, his criticism falls short of liis 
creative achievement; he did more than he knew. Tliis is plain from 
his preface to Joseph Andrews. He knew that he was doing something 
new in English prose fiction. He was writing, as he says, die comic 
epic, a form differing from comedy as die serious epic from tragedy; 
‘its action being more extended and comprehensive; contaming a 
much larger circle of incidents, and introducing a greater variety of 
characters. It differs from die serious romance in its fable and action, 
in this; that as in the one diesc are grave and solemn, so in the odicr 
they are light and ridiculous: it differs in its characters, by introducing 
persons of inferior rank, and consequently of inferior manners ... 
lasdy, in its sentiments and diction, by preserving the ludicrous instead 
of the sublime.’ At one level, die level at wliich it has worn least weU, 
Joseph Andrews, with its burlesque of die similes of classical epic, was 
an exercise in die mock-hcroic, like Swift s The Battle of the Boohs an 
Pope’s The Rape of the Loch. Rut as he points out, the mock-hcroic. 
what he calls burlesque, is admitted in liis style and diction only ; it is 
carefully excluded from the characters. The characters arc modelled 
from the life: ‘Life everywhere furnishes an accurate observer with the 


ridiculous.’ . r 

But he felt, it seems now. that he must justify his creation ot 

ridiculous, wc should say comic, characters. 1 lie only source o t ic 

true ridiculous, as it appears to me, he writes, is a tct.itioii. ... 

From die discovery of diis affectation arises tlic ridiculous, winch 

always strikes the reader with surprise and plc.isurc. He s\as putting 

forward the classical theory of comedy, a view aicr rcsiatc y 

Meredith in Iiis famous essay. Yet he was doing his own creauons css 

than justice. He points out, rightly enough, that tic great master ui 

English of the kind of comedy he diought he was writing w.is Ben 

Jonson; but if wc approach Fielding’s novels with him m mind we 



56 THE ENGLISH NOVEL 

shall find an art very different in its whole nature from Jonson’s. We 
all find an art much more akin in spirit to Shakespeare's. 

The springs of Fielding’s comedy arc sometimes affectation, which 
according to Fielding arises cither out of vanity or out of hypocrisy. 
Yet the most splendid character in Joseph Andrews, indeed in all 
Fielding, is Parson Adams, and he is a creation of pure humour. 
Perhaps he owes something to Don Quixote, but he is in every sense 
an original character, one of the archetypal characters in English 
fiction; and the secret of the pleasure he gives us can no more be 
reduced to a critical formula tlian Falstaff’s can. Adams, with his 
absent-mindedness, his small pcdai^tries and vanities, his naive trust in 
human goodness, which is always being betrayed, is the heart of the 
novel. Fielding - and the reader - laugh at liis innocence, which is 
constantly getting him into one scries after another of misunder¬ 
standings and imbroglios; yet it is Adams, with Iiis simple bcUef that 
Christianity is to be practised as well as preached, who is the measuring 
rod for all the other characters; he is the reagent submission to which 
exposes tlie true nature and composition of tlic rest of the dramatis 
personae. He is, in fact, largely tlic source of die satire in the book: 

‘I suppose, sir,’ said the bookseller, ‘your sermons arc of a different 
kind.’ - ‘Ay, sir,’ said Adams: 'die contrary, I thank Heaven, is incul¬ 
cated in almost every page, or I should belie my own opinion, which 
has always been, that virtuous and good Turks, or heathen, are more 
acceptable to the sight of their Creator, than a vicious and wicked 
Christian, though liis faith was as perfeedy orthodox as St Paul’s him¬ 
self.’ - ‘I wish you success,’ says the bookseller, 'but must beg to be 
excused, as my hands arc so very full at prvsait; and, indeed, I am 
afraid you will find a backwardness in tire Uadc to engage in a book 
which the clergy would be certain to cry down.’ 


That is a simple instance. A better one would be the whole wonderful 
scene between Adams and Parson Trullibcr, who is more concerned 
with his pigs than the cure of souls, and who believes, at first, that 
Adams too must be a pig-dealer. 

‘Written in Invitation of the Manner of Cervantes, Audior of Don 
Quixote’, says the title-page of the novel, an important piece of in¬ 
formation often omitted from modem editions. The Qubcotc figure 
is Adams, but the structure of die book also follows Cervantes. 


Joseph Andrews is a novel of adventures met while tr.ivelling on the 
road. Joseph, dvrovsiv out of his footmaiv’s employment in Lady 
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Booby’s service in London, for showing himself adamant against 
seduction either by her ladyship or by her woman Mrs Slipslop, sets 
out to walk home to his sweetheart Fanny. He meets Parson Adams, 
whose teaching has so fortified liis virtue, walking to London in the 
hope of getting his sermons published, but Adams has characteristic¬ 
ally forgotten to bring his sermons with liim and so returns with 
Joseph. They run the gauntlet of dbhonest innkeepers, irresponsible 
and brutish country gentlemen, pompous, sycophantic, and some¬ 
times equally brutish clcrg)'mcn. It would be foolish to attempt to 
synopsize the plot, wluch is a parody of romamic plots in general, 
with missing heirs, babies stolen and exchanged at birth, and birth¬ 
marks to be discovered and foundlings restored to their heritage in 
the last chapters. The plot, though well handled, is not important. 
What matters is Fielding’s endless fertihty of comic invention. 
According to Fielding, Homer had written a comic epic whicli, had 
it not been lost, would have been a model of its kind as his epics are 
in tragedy. Elizabeth Jenkins, in her admirable study of the noveliit, 
comments on this: 'The scene in Lady Booby s house ... where 
BeauDidapper steals to Mrs Slipslop’s bed in mistake for fanny s, .and 
Parson Adams, hearing a scream, rushes in tlie dark to the bedside, 
where, misled by the feci of the beau’s delic.ue skin and of Mrs 
Slipslop’s beard, he starts punching the latter unmercilulK’, is a scene 
on wliat one might venture to c.all a Homeric scale. And it could be 
paraUeled elsewhere in the novel. Fielding had tlie gift which is the 
prerogative of great comic writers, of being able to cap absurdits of 
situation on absurdity of situation in a single scene, and to go on 


doing it beyond what wc expect to be the climax. 

Joseph and Fanny, his sweetheart, arc not much more than l.i>- 
figurcs or are meant to be. But the other characters, though not draw n 
so completely in the round as Adams, arc terrifically and often terrifs- 
ingly alive; they have the distinctive individuality of the figures in 
Hogarth’s prints, of the half-naked drunken vir.igo spr.iwled uii the 
steps, with her baby falling from her arms, in the ‘Oni I-mc plate, for 


instance. 

At first sight, Fielding’s fierce eye for e.xtern.ils appe.irs to be that 
of the caricaturist. We should, liiercfore, expect his tlnracters to be 
‘flat’, in E. M. Forster’s sense of the word. But this is not so at all. 
Plat characters are representations of ukrs fixes: ts pic.d Hat eharacters 
arc Smollett’s liawscr Trunnion and Dickens's Mrs Micaw her. Tlicy 
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arc characters incapable of surprising us. Now, most of Kelding s 
personages in Joseph Andrews are episodic; they appear only once, 
met and passed in the course of Joseph's and Adam s peregrinations. 

But we feci of Mrs Tow-wousc, Parson TruUiber (the finest of them 
all, after Adams liimself), Mrs Slipslop, and the rest, tliat they would 
be capable of surprising us if they were given the opportunity. ‘I de¬ 
scribe’, said Fielding, ‘not men, but manners; not an individual but a 
species.’ But he always describes the species in terms of tlie individual. 
Trulhber may stand for every boorish, scmi-ihitcratc parson of the 
day who was more farmer tlian priest; but in tlic first mstance he is 
Trulhber. He appean in one chapter only, but he is rendered with 
such fierce intensity that we feel that he, and the type he represents, 
have been caught and pinned doxNTi for ever and for good. We do not 
need to know more of him; but we arc persuaded that if we wished 

to we could. ** 

Anotlicr source of the vitality of Fielding’s characters is the element 
in wliich they live, Fielding’s mind and style. Like the style of Thack¬ 
eray, who learnt much from him but not enough. Fielding s is that of 
a man talking to us at his case. It is direct, unaifected, tlic product of 
a mind stored with knowledge of men and of books — he is always j 
driving a point home wdth an apt quotation, from the classics or from ! 
Shakespeare. He is telling a stor>', the action of which has been long 
over. Action and characters, therefore, exist not only in die context 
of die stor)’ but also in the context of the audior’s mind, a mind i 
decisive in qualiti', with firm views on human nature and behaviour. 

We feel that Fielding knows cveiything thci is to know about his [ 
cliaractcrs even diough he does not tell us all. They are so real to him ‘ 
that, even diough he may give us no more than a glimpse of diem, 
they become real for us. Behind ever)' simple statement of Fielding’s 
we feel die force of a deep and varied experience of Ufc, an ex¬ 
perience diat, however bitter as it may have been, has not darkened 
the essential humanity of his nature. ; 

This whole-hearted acceptance of Ufc is nowhere more apparent ! 
than in the irony with which his mind is pervaded. It gives his every 
word tremendous authority, because we feel nothing can escape it. > 
It is his great weapon against pretence, vanir\', hypocrisy, inhumanity; | 
his great weapon in defence of generous feeling. It cuts all ways, as the j 
following passage shows. Joseph has been robbed, beaten up, stripped, 
and left unconscious by the roadside. A coach comes by. Joseph is 
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unwilling to enter until he is ‘furnished widi sufficient covering to 
prevent giving the least offence to decency: so perfectly modest was 
this young man; such mighty effects had the spotless example of the 
amicable Pamela, and die excellent sermons of Mr Adams, wrought 

upon him’: 

Thoueh there were several great-coats about the coach, it was not easy 
to get over this diff.ctJty which Joseph had started. The two gentlemen 
complained they were cold, and could not spare a rag; the man of wit 
saying, with a laugh, that charity began at home; and the coachman 
who had two great-coats spread under him, refused to lend citlicr, les 
they should be made bloody; the lady’s footman desired to be excused 
for the same reason, which the lady herself, notwithstandmg her 
abhorrence of a naked man, approved; and it is more than probable 
that Joseph, who obstinately adliered to his modest resolution, iiius 
have perished, miless the postUlion (a lad who has smee been transported 
for robbing a hen-roost) had voluntarily stripped oil a 
only garment; at tlie same time swearing a gre-at oath, for winch he v.a 
rebuked by the passengers, that he would rather ride in Ins shi a 11 lus 
hfe, than suffer a fellow passenger to he m so miserable a condition. 

Irony is implicit in Fielding’s view of life. In The lliMry cj the 
Life of the lo,cM,Jono,ho,. Wild ,hc Creu. (.743) >< explicit, single- 
minded, and sustained. Some pages of Swift apart, it is the 
and most brilliant prose satire that wc have; and perhaps it is eve 
more effective tlian Swift's because it is not the work of a mis- 

Teme is greatness as conventionally interpreted, the cult of 
success for its own sake. Whether it was uitelided 
Walpole is now of merely academic interest ijenet/ien ^ ' 

in aU its history have had more pohit tlian it has acquired J'l "b ' - 
past twenty-five years of dictators and totalitarian politics. 1 lie great 

Ls whosl careen Fielding relates was a tlucf and 
beries, a racketeer in crime itself, wlio had been 

1745. He is presented throughout in terms of the uti.ios ^ J ; 

he is great, Lt good; ’No two dungs can possibly be 
fiomLh other, for grcaoiess coiisuts in bt-S-S 
mischief on mankind, and goodness m removing 

Wild is, as it were, the superman of ernne. beyond good and ev^ 

Fielding is constantly showing us how his greatness ni g 
comprLsed had he allowed himself to be swayed by imrely human 
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considerations of generosity or pity; but Wild never succimbs. To 
the last, his progress through the underworld of London is trium¬ 
phant. Against lum is set his old school-friend, the shopkeeper Hearts 
free, whom he swindles and robs and whose wife he abducts; a man 
so pusillanimous as not even to dare commit murder in order to 
escape from prison. His ‘low and pitiful behaviour’ in loving his 
family and trusting his friends rightly earns him the contempt of the 
whole jail. 

Apart from the interlude describing Mrs Heartfrcc's return from 
Africa, a flaw in die construction of the novel but fascinating as a 
glimpse of Fielding’s idea of utopia, the intransigent grimness of the 
comedy never relaxes. It is as continuous when Wild is off the scene 
as when he is on; one may instance die behaviour of the prison ofliccr 
who charges Hcartfrce, at the moment when he is to be led out to 
execution, five guineas to spend ten minutes widi liis wife, and then 
twenty to make it an hour, and having accepted the money, discloses 
when die time is up that a reprieve has already arrived. 

What gives Jonathan Wild its enduring power is the single- 
mindedness witli which the theme is treated, die unrelenting way in 
which Wild, die gangster, is made to stand for greatness at all levels, 
hi his other novels Fielding attacks luibridled power and its attendant 
evils incidentally and in their local manifr^stations, corrupt magi¬ 
strates, prison officers, noblemen wlio arc a law to dicmsclvcs and so 
on; in Jonathan Wild he shows it, by implication, as a principle 
operating diroughout sociec\-, and he docs so in terms of a comedy 
wliich, however remorseless, is still comedy. 

Yet fine as Joseph Andrews and Jonathan Wild are, they scarcely 
prepare us for so great an acliicvcmcnt as The History of Tom Jones, 
which, after two centuries, remains among die handful of supreme 
noveb. Tlic ne\v clement in Tom Jones is Fielding’s architectonic 
quality; no plot has ever been carried through with more consum¬ 
mate skill, and die skill can be truly appreciated only after the book 
has been closed. In reading, one is delighted with the swiftness of the 
narration, die economy, die nimble and incxliaustiblc invention. 
Fielding had learnt much from liis experience in die theatre, especially 
how to break up die narradve, set his scene in a minimum of words, 
and carr^- on die action in short, swift passages of dialogue. But it is 
only after reading diat wc realize how every detail has its place in the 
action, is a preparation for what is to come, the full significance of 
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which cann ot be apparent until the novel has reached its end; tlien, 
what seemed at first glance a happy stroke of invention reveals itself 
as part of the essential structure of the book, without wliich die 
whole could not exist. Fielding was as superb a craftsman in his own 
way as Henry James. There is only one blot on the novel judged as a 
formal whole, the introduction of the extraneous story of the 
Man of the Hill, and even that can plausibly, if not convincingly, be 
justified. 

Fielding was an innovator not only technically. Tom Jones was a 
new kind of hero, one might say die unlieroic hero. He is handsome, 
brave, generous, and well meaning, it is true: ‘Though he did not 
always act rightly, yet he never did otherwise without feeling and 
suffering for it’; but though liis heart is in the right place, his instincts 
arc not always in his control. He is a depiction of ordinary, weak 
man, I'honime moyeu seitsticj. When wc first met him he is a foundling, 
mysteriously placed in Mr Allworthy’s bed, assumed therefore to be a 
bastard; as Mrs Deborah Wilkins, the servant, says: ‘It goes against 
me to touch these mbbcgotteii wretches, wliom 1 don’t look upon as 
my fellow creatures. Faugh! how it stinks! It doth not smell like a 
Christian. If I make so bold to give my advice, I would have it put in 
a basket, and sent out and laid at the churchwarden’s door.' But Mr 
Aliworthy brings up die cliild as liis ward. Tom s enemy throughout 
boyhood is Mr Allwordiy’s heir and nephew Master Blifil, a youth a 
year younger than Tom, who constantly tells tales about him, and 
finally, when Allworthy is ill, lies about him to such effect that Tom 
is turned out of the house. By now he is in love with Sophia, the 
neighbouring Squire Western’s daughter. He thinks first of going to 
sea, dicn decides to join the Army marching north to meet the Scots 
forces of die ’45. At Upton-on-Severn he sees Sophia again; she is 
staying in the same inn, having run away from her father wlio is for 
compelling her to marry the detestable young Blifil. Tom follows her 
to London with the intention of returning a pocket book of hers tli.it 
he has found. In London, despairing of ever marrying Sophi.i, know¬ 
ing indeed that he can do her only harm, he meets an entirely fresh 
set of adventures; he becomes the lover of Lady Bcllaston, an elderly 
Woman of fasliion and— somediing which has drawn the indignation 
of many cridcs down on Fielding - accepts money from lier. It is not 
until after he has broken with her and been tlirown into jail at die 
hudgadon of Lady Bcllaston and Lord Fcllamar who wishes to. 
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marry Sophia that cvcr>^hing is set right, the truth about his birdi 
revealed, BUfil banished in disgrace, and he is able to marry 

Sopliia. r L • 

What impresses, as always in Fielding, is die honesty of the picwrc 

of Jones. Jones, the well-intentioned sensual young man, whose ‘hfe 
was a constant struggle between honour and inclination, which 
alternately triumphed over each otlicr’, is faced squarely. It-is only 
after he has escaped from die clutches of die gamekeeper's daughter 
Molly Sc.igrim, who has tried to father on liim a bastard who, for all 
he can tcll^at first, might be liis, diat he realizes he loves Sopliia. And 
then: 

It was now a pleasant evening in the latter end of June, when our 
hero was walking in a most delicious grove, where the gentle breezes 
fanning the leaves, together with the sweet trilling of a murmuring 
stream, and the melodious notes of nightingales, fanned altogether the 
most enchanting harmony. In this scene, so sweedy accommodated to 
love, he meditated on his dear Sopliia. While his wanton fancy roamed 
unbounded over all her beauties, and his lively imagination painted the 
charming maid in various ravishing forms, liis warm heart melted with 
tenderness; and at length, tlirowing himself on the ground, by the side 
of a gendy murmuring brook, he broke forth into the following 
ejaculation: 

‘O Sophia, would Heaven give me thee to my arms, how blest 
would be my condition! ... Was I but possessed of dice, one only 
suit of rags thy whole estate, is dierc a man on cardi w hom I would 
envy! ... Oh! my fond heart is so wrapt in that tender bosom, that 
the brightest beauties would for me have no charms, nor would a 
hermit be colder in their embraces. Sophia, Sophia, alone shall be mine. 
What raptures arc in that name! I wnll engrave it on every tree.’ 

At these words he started up, and beheld - not his Sophia, no, nor 
any Circassian maid riclily and elegantly attired for the grand Signior's 
seragbo. No; without a gown, in a sliift that was somewhat of the 
coarsest, and none of the cleanest, bedewed bkewise widi some 
odoriferous effluvia, the produce of the day’s labour, w’idi a pitchfork 
in her liand, Molly Scagrim approached. Our hero had liis penknife in 
liis hand, which he had drawn for the bcforc-mciidoncd purpose of 
cars'ing on the bark; w hen the girl coming near him, ciycd out with a 
smile, ‘You don’t intend to kill me, squire, I hope!’ - ‘Why should you 
think I would kill you?’ answered Jones. ‘Nay,’ repbed she, ‘after your 
cruel usage of me when 1 saw you last, killing me would, perhaps, be 
too great kindness for me to expect.’ 
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Here ensued a parley, which, as I do not tlunk myself obliged to 
relate it, I shall omit. It is sufficient that it lasted a full quarter of an hour, 
at the conclusion of which they retired into the thickest part of the 
grove. 

There are some extenuating circumstances in Jones’s favour, but 
when all is said it is a case of his seeing and approving the iiigher and 
following die lower. Jones’s sexual morals, allied to the fact that in 
the end he wins Sophia, liavc outraged many critics. One can only 
say that the eighteenth century was not the nineteenth; and at any 
rate it did allow Fielding to tell the truth about an average yoimg man, 
as is plain when Jones is compared to Thackeray’s Pendennis, who is 
finally unconvincing because he is incomplete exactly at those points 
where Jones is not. It is not that Fielding approved ofjoncs’s sexual 
conduct; but he did believe, with many excellent thcologi.ans, that 
other sins were graver than sexual irregularity, among them malice, 
cruelty, meanness, hypocrisy. He was as stem a moralist as Ricliard- 
son, but he was a much more generous one. He too was against die 
double standard in morality, as the dialogue between Tom and Sopliia 
in the penultimate chapter of the novel makes absolutely clear, but he 
knew the difficulties the single standard involves. The critic who 
spoke of the ‘fortunate - die too fortunate - Mr Jones’ might have 
had the humility to reflect that there is no evidence that that was 
Soplria Western’s opinion. 

Jones is only one character in an enormous gallery. All arc mar¬ 
vellously differentiated. There is Partridge, the scliool-master-tumcd- 
barber, Jones’s Sancho Panza; a crowd of iiuikcepers, landladies, 
servants, soldiers; Lady Bcllaston; Harriet Fitzpatrick, a wonderfully 
subtle study; Mrs Waters; Square the Deist and Thwackum the 
clergyman; ‘Black George’ Scagrim, the gamekeeper who is respon¬ 
sible for so many of Jones’s tribulations, and who, with at least a 
rccognidon of the higher, follows the lower; Nightingale; the Blifils, 
father and son; Squire Western and liis policic.^lly minded feminist 
' sister; Sophia herself; Mr Allworthy. Fielding was not creating 
cliaractcrs merely for the sake of creating characters. He populated a 
whole world, but it exists as a considered criticism of the real world. 
He is showing the age its face. Squire Western, the warm-lieartcd, 
hot-tempered, fox-hunting Tory country gentleman, is as complete 
^d rounded a personage as any in the book. Mis daughter is the 
passion of liis life; he idolizes her. Yet he persecutes her, in the name 
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of her filial duty towards him, with an odious cruelty which compels 
her rather tlian marry the hateful Blifil to emulate Clarissa Harlowc 
and run away from home. He is a magnificent comic character, 
drawn witlr affection but abo remorselessly. Fielding has him, as we 
say, completely taped; no exposure could be more thorough. 
Consider his attitude to Sophia when she refuses to marry Blifil, and 
Fielding’s comment: 

Mr Western, having finished his holla, and taken a little breath, 
began to lament, in very pathetic terms, the unforttmate condirion of 
men, who arc. says he, 'always whipt in by the humours of some 
d—n’d b— or other. I think I was hard run enough by your mother for 
one man; but after giving her a dodge, here’s another b— follow's me 
upon the foU; but curse my jacket if I will be run down in this manner 

by any o’um.’ , 

Sophia never had a single dispute with her father, till this unlucky 

affair of Blifil. on any account, except in defence of her mother, whom 
she had loved most tenderly, though she lost her in the seventh year of 
her age. The squire, to whom that poor woman had been a faithful 
upper-servant all the time of their marriage, had returned tliat behav¬ 
iour by making what the world calls a good husband. He very scldoni 
sw’orc at her (perhaps not above once a week) and never beat her: she 
had not the* least occasion for jealousy, and was perfect mistress of her 
time; for she was never interrupted by her husband, who was engaged 
all the morning in his field exercises, and all the evening with bottle 
companions. She scarce indeed ever saw him but at meals; where she 
had the pleasure of carving those dishes which she had before attended 
at the dressing. From these meals she retired about five minutes after 
the other servants, having only stayed to drink ‘the king over the 
w’atcr’. Such w’cre, it seems. Mr Western’s orders; for it was a maxim 
with him, that women should come in with the first dish, and go out 
after the first glass. Obedience to these orders was perhaps no difficult 
task; for the conversation (if it may be called so) was seldom such as 
could entertain a lady. It consisted chiefly of hallowing, singing, 
relations of sporting incidents, b—d—y, and abuse of women, and of 
die govcnuiient. 

These, however, were die only seasons when Mr Western saw his 
wife; for when he repaired to her bed, he was generally so drunk that 
he could not sec; and in the sporting season he always rose from her 
before it w as light. 

Squire Western is, in fact, a drunken boor, one of those centres of 
arbitrary power Fielding loathed. 
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Fielding, it has become a cliche of criticism, was ‘a man’s man’, 
and his heroines are the women of a man's man. Sopliia Western is 
scarcely likely to satisfy a feminist. But she is anytliing but a doll, and 
her behaviour shows tliat she is neitlier stupid nor passive; reading 
of her, we are convinced equally of her beauty, her goodness, and her 
generosity of spirit. She is in the tradition of tlic Shakespearean 
heroine, seen as a being at once inferior and superior to the male of 
the species, but equal never. The mainspring of her life, unless con¬ 
science is outraged, is a gracious obedience. Tliis is to say that Field¬ 
ing s conception of tlie relationship between the sexes was nearer to 
Shakespeare’s than to ours. How superior it was to tliat of the 
greatest Viaorian male novelists may be seen by comparing Sopliia 
with the heroines of Dickens or, for instance, Tliackeray’s Laura. 

Fielding’s most fully dra^vn heroine is Amelia, in the novel of that 
name, his last, published in 1751. Amelia has always rather worried 
Fielding’s critics. It is a much more sombre book than Tom Jones. 
In that novel, as in Jonathan WiU, Fielding faces die human situation 
as steadily as any tragic writer. But in Amelia it is as though Fielding’s 
resilience of spirit in the presence of the rule of wrong had been 
strained too far and was at the point of snapping. Pcrliaps liis mind 
had been darkened by his experiences as a magistrate; certainly it 
had been by the death of die wife he adored, the model both for 
Sophia and for Amelia. 

Comparison with Tom Jones, dicn, reveals Amelia as a falling oif 
in what we think of as Fielding’s characteristic genius. But the com¬ 
parison is unjust, for he was attempting something quite different. 
Amelia is not the peregjinatory novel diat Tom Jones is. It is much 
more compact, more tightly woven; the scene is set almost enrirely in 
London, the episodes of Booth’s army life being told in the long con¬ 
versation between him and Miss Matthews at the beginning of the 
book, an interesting anticip.ition of the ‘flash-back’ technique of the 
novelists of our own time. Tlicn, though to nothing like the extent 
to which the eponymous hero is used by Smollett, Scott, and Dickens, 
Torn Jones himself is as it were the thread on which is liung a succes¬ 
sion of contrasted episodes and scenes. In Amelia, attention is focused 
all the dine on die situation of Bootli and his wife Amelia: they 
occupy the foreground in a way that Jones docs not; the spotlight is 
never played, as in the earlier novel, on a vast panorama ofcliaractcrs 
^d events going on bcliind dicm. Amelia is, in fact, not a panoramic 
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novel, a comic epic, at all: it is a domestic novel That must be realized 
before justice can be done to it. 

It contains great things. Fielding never did anything better chan die 
first chapters, describing life in a prison of the period, a masterly 
episode of sardonic contempt. And there is much splendid character¬ 
ization; the demoniac Miss Matthews, who is drawn with a passionate 
intensity satire is not allowed to qualify, and the absurd, dignified 
Colonel Batlt, for ever watcliing for slights on his honour and yet 
capable of a devotion to his sister which he angrily denies when sur¬ 
prised in it. These rv.’o characters show a progress in complexity 
beyond anytliing in the earlier novels. There is tlie host of minor 
characters, all as usual perfeedy differentiated, but all much more 
sombre than tliose of Tom Jones and Joseph Andrews: the clergyman 
Dr Harrison, for instance, a Parson Adams no longer comic, express¬ 
ing Parson Adams’s bcHefs with somctliing like asperity and 
impatience. Above all, tlicrc is Amelia, a character whose quiet 
radiance illuminates and softens a world of viciousness and deedt. 
Amelia is the rarest of successful characters in hteraturc, the absolutely 
good person who is credible. 

Yet die novel is not quite successful; not because Fielding’s ebul¬ 
lience of spirits has subsided or his gaiety been quenched, but because 
of die unsatisfactory nature of Captain Boodi and of the plot as a 
whole. Booth, a halt-pay otTiccr turned farmer who has been forced 
out of Iris farm because of the debts he has contraacd, is a Tom Jones 
grown older and sadder. But he is a Jones who has gained nothing in 
will-power, who, adoring his wife, can yet betray her when he is 
absent from her, who promises time and again not to gamble and yet 
is constantly gambling dicir last pounds away, always to be forgiven 
again. He is Tom Jones become, to use Wyndham Lewis’s word for 
Hemingway’s heroes, a dumb ox, the almost passive victim of cir¬ 
cumstances and of Iris o^\^l weaknesses. He is marvellously drawn; 
Fielding has him to the life, with Iris constantly growing cloud of 
guilt aird all. But in die end it is no longer possible to feel sympathy 
tor Irim; Iris fccklcssncss becomes a bore; and more and more we 
restively wonder how Amelia can continue to put up widr him, how 
sire can go on loving him, forgiving him and slaving for him. 

Ac this point the unsatisfactoriness of dre plot reveals itself. By 
his WOT)’ nature Booth is a doomed man; in rcaUty not even an Amelia 
could have saved Irim. But in the last pages, all is put right; it is 
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discovered that the will by which Ameha had been disiiilicritod by licr 
mother was a forgery. She comes into her own. The plot is not a bad 
plot, and it is certainly not unskilfully handled; but it is die wrong 
plot for the novel Fielding was writing. 

The reader who comes to Fielding’s firtion with some acquaint¬ 
ance already with the nineteenth-century novel may somcdmcs fed 
that he had read it before. In a sense he has. Fielding is the great 
original in English fiction, and, one way and another, more than half 
our novelists for more than a hundred years arc packed away in him. 
Weakened, made fainter, sometimes made more subtle, oiten senti¬ 
mentalized, characters like Adams, Mrs Shpslop, Squire Western, 
Colonel Bath, crop up time and again in later fiction. Tlie contro¬ 
versies of Thwackum and Square become the novels of Peacock. 
The busdc, the high spirits, the rowdincss, and the horscpl.iy, whicli 
were a direct reflection of the eighteenth-century scene, survive into 
Mr Polly. Of the kind of novel Smollett defined, and Scott. Dickens, 
Thackeray, and even Meredith were often to write, Tom Jones remains 
incomparably the finest. Other novelists, Dickens in particul.ir, added 
quahties that Fielding lacked, but none were so successful as he in 
what he invented. 

What his descendants inherited tlicy often used badly and un¬ 
suitably. Jane Austen alone put out her legacy to really profiuble 
interest. Very largely, the Enghsh novchsts’ conception of character, 
as it existed until seventy or eighty years ago, and .as it still survives 
in a few isolated pockets of reaction, was derived from Fielding. But 
what also derived from him was the characteristic plot of much 
ninciccnth-ccntury fiction, the whole outfit of missing heirs, mistaken 
identities, stolen children, forged wills and the rest. Fielding took 
these over from tlte theatre and in Tom Jones turned them to brilli¬ 
antly successful account. They failed him in Amelia, and they failed 
all those who may be considered in tliis respect his followers, whether 
Scott, Dickens, or Meredith in The Aduentnres of Harry Rielnnoml. 
But this is no criticism of Fielding, merely evidence ih.it for more 
tlian a century he dominated the English novel, gave it its main 
pattern, and pointed die direction it was to go. 

3 

Fielding, seeing liimsclf as the literary equivalent of wliat he called 
dtc ’comic-history painter’ — he meant Hogarth - contrasted the 



68 


THE ENGLISH NOVEL 

coniic-histon' painter with the caricaturist. The aim of c^catur^ 
he says, ‘is to cxliibit monsters, not men, and all distortions and 
exaggerations wiiatcvcr arc within its proper province*. Monsten 
arc what men become in the novels of Tobias Smollett 
Lismaliago, in Humphry Clitikcr, the most humane of his works, is 

described thus: 

He would have measured about six feet in height, had he stood upright; 
but he stooped very much; was very narrow in the shoulders, and ^ 
thick in the calves of his legs, which were cased in black spatterdashes. 
As for his thighs, they were long and slender, like those of a 8^*^ 
hopper; his face was, at least, half a yard in length, brown, and 
shrivelled, with projecting cheekbones, Uttle grey eyes of the greenish 
hue, a large hook nose, a pointed chin, a mouth from ear to car, ve^T 
ill furnished with teeth, and a high narrow forehead, well furrowed 
with wrinkles. 

Lismaliago, in fact, is dehumanized; lie is presented in terms of his 
resemblance to an insect; nothing about his appearance is natural or 
normal, and Smollett stresses the unnaturalncss not only by his 
description but by the words in which he makes the description: 
half a yard suggests something longer than eighteen inches, fan- 
t.istically long though that is for a luiman face. Characters in Smollett 
have become grotesque objects and, deprived of their human appear¬ 
ances, turned into animals or insects, they arc deprived of their 
humanity. They are things to be kicked about, the sport of any crude 
horseplay, the legitimate virtims of any kind of cruelty. 

Smollett describes bis characters, then, in terms of their externals, 
grossly exaggerated and distorted, and seizes upon those features of 
them that separate them from ratlicr than unite them to the rest of 
humanit)'; .and he docs so in order to make them ridiculous. It does 
not matter that in the end Lismahago is rather an honourable character 
than otherwise; he is primarily a figure of fun; and turning over the 
p.igcs of Smollett to-day, the modem reader may well decide, especially 
if he comes to him after Fielding, that he is heartless. It is not quite 
so simple as this. Smollett’s intention, as he states it in tlie preface to 
Roih-riik Rntuhm, is to promote that ‘generous indignarion which 
ought to animate the reader against the sordid and vicious disposition 
of the world’. He exposes, crudely and brutally, a brutal and crude 
society. He writes like a man bom with a skin too few, and affronted 
in all his senses by Ufc as he has experienced it; and he flings back at 
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society, with all die contempt and indignation diat he can muster, 
rather more than he has got. Like Swift, he was obviously obsessed 
with dirt. But his brucaUty is homoeopathic, that of die morbidly 
sensitive man who seeks to cure liis contemporaries of the filth they 
live in by rubbing their noses in it. His disgust is tempered neither by 
pity nor by charity. One feels diat the spectacle of Ufe is bearable to 
him only because he can find it comic; and the savagery of die disgust 
produces savage comedy. Smollett attacked his age precisely where it 
was most vulnerable, where it was dirty and diseased. If we to-day 
think of the eighteenth century in terms of its architecture, tlicn 
Smollett shows us what lies beyond the sobriety and elegance of the 
facade. The staircase is a pubUc privy. Through the upper windows 
the chamber-pots are emptied into the street below. The fine ladies 
and gendemcn at the ball stink because they arc not clean; dicy arc 
the victims of gout and pox; because they cat and drink too nnicli, 
they grow to look like pigs. If they are poor, if they are sailors or 
children, they arc at die mercy of brutal, capricious authority and will 
be 6oggcd and starved into insensibility or scurvy. If they lack the 
money with which to bribe they will remain at the mercy of anyone 
rich or more powerful than themselves. In any case, they will be 
robbed and cheated by their superiors. 

SmoUct was a doctor, and his works suggested the nightmare of 
an outraged hygienist. His first novel. The Advctiitircs of Roderick 
Random, was published a year before Tom Jones, in 1748. Fielding 
Was indebted largely to Cervantes for his conception of the novel. 
Smollett went to Lc Sage, whose Gi 7 Bias had appeared in France 111 
* 735 * Following the Spanish tradition of the picaresque, Lc Sage had 
strung together a series of comic or farcical adventures, which to¬ 
gether exposed die manners of society, given a unity by their happen¬ 
ing to the same man, a rogue. In all but his last fiction, TheExpcdiiicn 
of Humphry Clinker, Smollett added nothing to this primitive form of 
llic novel. Except in The Adveniures of Terdinand, Count I-athotu, 
which is not one of liis better novels, die heroes arc not in fact rogues 
w in Lc Sage and die picaresque novel proper. But diey do appear to 
die modem reader heartless toughs, given to cruel practical jokes, 
enemies of society in that they arc always exposing liypocrisies and 
pretensions in a way that pcrliaps Smollett himself was. 

Neither Roderick Random nor Peregrine Pickle in the novels of 
t^osc names can be said to have much life, though Random has more 
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than Pickle, probably because he is closer to SmoUett’s own 
pcrience. Like his creator. Random is a Scot of gentle birth. Neglected 
and ill-treated by his grandfather, his father having unaccounubly 
disappeared, he leaves home and goes to London with his old school 
friend Strap, now his valet, to make liis fortune. In London he is 
cozened and cheated by a succession of rogues, tries to enter the Navy 
as a surgeon’s mate but, despite his professional qualifications, finds 
that entry into the service depends upon the bribing of Admiralty 
clerks. He becomes, instead, the assistant of a French apothecary, is 
seized by the press gang, manages to prove that he is a doctor and so, 
after all, becomes a surgeon’s mate. Like Smollett, he takes part in the 
Cartagena expedition. For an alleged act of disobedience he is tied to 
the deck during a battle. He is shipwrecked, robbed, left naked on Ac 
shore, and takes service as footman to a middle-aged poetess, wiA 
whose niece, Narcissa, he falls in love. He is compelled to run away by 
die presence of a more prosperous suitor, is kidnapped by smugglers, 
and taken to France, where he falls in with Strap, now transformed 
into Monsieur d’Estrapes. They return to London togcAer, where 
Random intends to rcp.'iir his fortunes by marrying an heiress. At 
Bath he meets Narcissa again, but he returns to London pcnmlcss and 
is Arowm into a debtors’ prison. His uncle Tom Bowling, who has 
been scarclAig for him, obtains his freedom for him, and Aey go 
abroad togedicr on a trading voyage, in Ac counc of which Aey meet 
a Spanish "don, immensely rich, who turns out to be Random’s faAcr. 

So much for Ac dry bones of the novel. Its value obviously lies m 
individual episodes raAer Aan in any cumulative effect, and some 
of the episodes arc ver)' fine mdeed, Aose describing Ufe in Ac Navy 
and at sea, and faAionable life m London and at BaA especially. 
They arc relentless, savage cartoons inhabited by caricatures. At Ac 
same time, one cannot deny life to Ac caricatures: Ac caricature is a 
perfeedy legitimate form of character-creation, for Ac quality we call 
life in a Aaraacr comes as mudi from Ac passion Ac auAor brings to 
its making as from truA to life, accur.nc)' of observation, or psycho¬ 
logical consistency. With Ae last Smollett was not concerned, but 
he" united accurac)’ of observation widi intense passion: die strengA 
of the impression made upon him by die men and women he had 
observed in life is unerringly bodied forA to die reader in Ac Aar- 
acters he creates. Some arc softened by humour: Tom Bowling is one 
of diesc; others, die brutal naval officer. Captain Oakum, for instance, 
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or the foppish Captain Whiffle, are not: tliey arc, as it were, flung 
at the reader in terms of the most ferocious comedy. 

However perfunctory his attention to plot, no one ever wrote 
better narrative than Smollett. The action fairly whips along; inven¬ 
tion follows invention in the most dazzling manner; and all is told in a 
direct prose, stripped, muscular. As a panoramic novehst, Smollett 
has never been surpassed. 

Roderick Raudom is one of liis two best novels, and in a sense it 
represents his talent at its purest. Peregrine Pichlc, judged as a whole, 
cannot be compared with it; yet it contains liis best comic character 
and his finest piece of comedy. In form and manner it follows the 
earlier book closely, but there is notliing in Rcdcrich Random quite 
to come up to the retired naval officer Hawser Trunnion, who was 
plainly conceived in the first instance as a figure of fun and then 
captured his audior’s affections. Commodore Trunnion tliinks, feels, 
ta^, behaves wholly in terms of his profession; he is the quintessen¬ 
tial retired naval officer who, as far as it is possible, lives on shore as 
though he were still on liis ship. His house is a garrison, the company 
sleep in hammocks, watches are kept, gtuis fired to welcome guests 
aboard. Women arc not allowed on the premises after dark: the Com¬ 
modore is a misogynist. It is therefore inevitable that he siiall be 
chivvied into marriage by Peregrine’s aunt Mrs Grizzle and be hen¬ 
pecked ever after. The greatest comic scene in the novel is the account 
of Trunnion’s setting out for his wedding on horseback. Since he 
is late a servant is sent to find him: 

The valet having rode something more than a mile, espied the whole 
troop disposed in a long field, crossing the road obliquely and headed 
by ffle bridegroom and his friend Hatchway, who finding liimself 
hindered by a hedge from proceeding farther in the same direction, 
fired a pistol, and stood over to the other side, making an obtuse angle 
with the line of his former course; and the rest of tlie squadron follow¬ 
ing his example, keeping always in tlic rear of each other, like a flight 
of wild gccsc. 

Surprised at this strange method of journeying, the messenger 
came up, and told the commodore that his lady and her company 
expected him in the church, where they had tarried a considerable 
fltne, and were begimung to be very uneasy at his delay; and therefore 
desired he would proceed with more expedition. To this message Mr 
Trunnion replied, ‘Hark ye, brother, don’t you sec we make all po“‘bIc 
ipeed? Go back and tell those who sent you, that the wind lias sliiftcd 
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since we weighed enchor. and that we are obhged to ^ very short 
trips in tacking, hy reason of the narrowness of the channel. M^t 
ss we he within six points of the wind, they must make some allowance 
for variation and iLway/ ‘Lord, Sir,’ said the valet, what t^^ 
have you to go zig rag in that manner? Do hut clap your spurs to yom 
hols j md k straiiht forward, and I'U engage you shaU be at 4 e 
church porch in less than a quartet of an horn.' ‘What 1 nght m 4 e 
wind’s eye?' answered the commander; ‘ahey! brother, where did y 
learn your navigation? Hawser Trunmon is not to t’' ^ 

time of day how to he his course, or keep his own reckomng. And as 
for you, brother, you know best the trim of your own frigate. 

On this SraoUett caps further absurdities of wild invimtion. The 
description of Trunnion’s death is a rare instance of Smollett s power 
of pathos: it has always, and righdy, been compared with the death of 

'"^Smollett belonged to the glorious company of English hack¬ 
writers who have turned their hands to anything. Verse, drama, 
travel, poUtical writing, a treatise on midwifery, translanon he 
translated Cervantes. Le Sage, and Voltaire - and a history of 
in many volumes poured from liis pen. His novels had to t^e thOT 
chance svith the rest, and both his notion of the novel and his erj^ 
manship are rudimentary compared with Fieldmg s. He padded 
mercUiily and shamelessly, inserting, for instance, mto Pcrc^« 
PicUe a quite irrelevant story. ‘The Memoirs of a Lady of Quahty . 
which he certainly did not write himself, was probably paid to put 
in and which takes up more tlian a hundred and fifty pages. He also 
mined his travels into fiction, a visit to tlie Continent gomg into 
Pcrceriiie Pictle, a tour of England forimng the basis of Humphry 
Clinker. For liim the novel was a branch of journalism, and nowhere 
in his fiction is the clement of journalism, the simple aim of giving 
factual information, stronger than in The Evpedfrieii »/ Humphry 

CUtiker, his last novel. 

Clinker rcvc-ols a somewhat changed Smollett. That he was an 
exceedingly prickly fellow, who felt liimself comtantly persecuted 
and victi^ed, his Travcb through France and Italy, the best known 
of his non-fiction works, show: wherever he went umkccpcrs 
changed into rogues as soon as tlicy saw him; beds which he lay in 
immediately became hard. At the time of writing his Tw.ch he was 
only fom-fivc; but when we read tliera it is diflicult not to think of 
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him as a testy, choleric, eccentric old gentleman. In Clinker it is as 
though he saw himself as he really was and found himself no less 
comic than other people. Humour therefore enters die novel as it 
does in no ocher, and softens the ferocity of the comedy. It is this 
surely, that has given the book its enduring appeal, for it is quite as 
scatological as anydiing he wrote. 

It recounts a tour of EngLand and Scotland in the form of letters; 
but the letters arc used in a way quite different from that of Richard¬ 
son. They aim at a direct revelation of character - or in most instances 
of caricature - but they also serve to show a single incident, a place, a 
person from different and conflicting points of view. Five people 
niakc the tour and write the letters: Mattltcw Bramble (Smollett hini- 
self transformed into a Welsh squire), warm-hearted, irascible, 
generous, a valetudinarian, and a crank, the represent.ativc of common 
sense; his husband-hunting sister Tabitlia, mean, avaricious, domi¬ 
neering, who gets religion in the form of Methodism < « being 
converted by the footman Clinker who is picked up on the way; her 
niaid Winifred Jenkins, who in the end marries Clinker; Bramble’s 
nephew Jerry Mclford, an Oxford undergraduate; and his sister 
Lydia, a girl in her teens. The least interesting is the last: Smollett was 
no good with well-bred virtuous young ladies. But the great charac¬ 
ters arc Matthew, Tabitha and Winifred Jenkins and the fiercely 
proud touchy, poor Scots soldier Lisniahago, whom we know only 
through the eyes of the others and who finally wins Tabitiia. 

The book, tlicn, is made up of comic episodes and of comment. 
The liveliest comment comes from old Matthew’, who is, as liis 
nephew says, ‘as tender as a man without a skin; who c.uinot be.ar 
the slightest touch without flinching*. The following is a r)'pical 
extract from liis correspondence. He is describing how' he fainted at a 
ball at Bath; 

I no sooner got home, than I sent for doctor Ch—, w ho .assured me, 

I need not be alarmed, for my swooning was entirely occasioned by an 
accidental impression of fetid effluvia upon nerves of uncommon 
ieruibility. I know not how other people’s nerves are constructed; but 
one Would imagine they must be made of very coarse materials, to 
st^d the shock of such a horrid assault. It was, indeed, a conipoiind of 
villainous smells, in wliich the most violent stinks, and the most pow'crful 
perfumes, contended for the mastery. Imagine to yourself a high 
exalted essence of mingled odours, arising from putrid gums, impostliu- 
*natcd lungs, sour flatulencies, rank arm-pits, sweating feet, running 
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sores and issues, plaisters. ointments, and embroadons, Hun^- 
water, spirit of lavender, assafoedda drops, musk, hardhom. and sal 
volatile; besides a thousand frowzy streams, which I could not analy^ 
Such, O Dick! is the fragrant aether we breathe m the pohtc assemblies 
of Bath. Such is the atmosphere I have exchanged for the pure, 
animating air of the Welsh mountains. O qt*atido te aspidaml 1 

wonder what the devil possessed me ... 

The views, of course, are Smollett’s own, but SmoUett is seeing 
liimself from tlic outside, and die humour widi wliich Maldicw is 
presented gives him the extra dimension of life that wc imss m the 
characters of liis earlier novels. So, widi his cortege, he travels through 
England, from Gloucester dirough Bath and Clifton to London, and 
then north to Edinburgh, exacerbated by noise and smeUs and dirt, 
the stupidities of liis sbter. die iniquidcs of inns and boarding house, 
suffering in fires and in ballrooms, experiencing highwaymen, gruml^ 
ling at die procedure of magistrates’ courts and Methodism, mcctmg 
old friends, noting the crops and the state of agriculture, domg good 
without fuss, and recognizing with some compLiccncy a bastard son 
in CUnkcr. The whole novel is a most striking panorama of English 

life in the sevcntccn-sLvtics. r-r 

Matthew is the subtlest of the charaaers. The humour of Tabitha 
and her servant depends mainly on the illiteracy and inconsequence of 
their letters; diey arc self-exposures of pretension, vanity and mean¬ 
ness. Winifred, for example, after her mamage to Clmkcr, now 
recognized as a gentleman’s son, writes to a former fellow servant: 


Prividinch hath bin pleased to make great haltcration m the pasture 
of our affairs. Wc were yesterday dirce kiplc chined, by the grease of 
God. in die holy bonds of mattcrmoiicy. and I now subsenve mys^ 
Lovd at your service. AH the parish aUowcd that young squuc Dallison 
and his bride was a comely pear to see. As for madam Lasmihcygo you 
nose her picklcaritics. Her head, to be sure, was fin^acal; and her 
spouse had rapt her svith a long marokin i»rzc c\o^ from the 
the sclvidgcs. thof they say it is of immense baUy. The captain himself 
had a huge hassock of air. wnth three taUs. and a tumtawdry coat, 
boddered with sulfur. Wan said he was a monkey-bank. ... Now. 
Mrs Mary, our satiety is to suppurate. Mr Millfart goes to Bath along 
with the DaUisons. and the rest of us push home to Wal«, to pass our 
Chrismarsh at Bramplcton-HaU. As our apartment is to be the ycUow 
pepper, the thurd stor>'. pray carry my things thither. Present my 
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cumpliments to Mrs Gwyllira, and I hope she and I may live on dissent 
terms of civility. Being, by God’s blessing, removed to a higher spear, 
you 11 excuse my being familiar with the lower sarvants of the family; 
but, as I trust you’ll behave respectful, and keep a proper distance, you 
may always depend upon the good v.-ill and purtcction of 

Yours, 

W. Loyd. 

The use of language in such a letter - and it is true of all Winifred’s 
letters and her mistress’s — goes far beyond the comic device of the 
m^lapropisms which Fielding had turned to such good account in his 
<lehneation of Mrs Slipslop. There is a genuinely creative gusto in it, 
a recogmtion of ambiguities, a deliberate fusion and telescoping of 
words and hence of meanings: incongruities are linked togctlicr and 
found to be congruous. Whether Smollett intended it deliberately or 
not, he reveals hidden layers of character in Wiitifrcd vv)»en lie makes 
her speak of, for instance, ‘the grease of God’, ’mattermoncy’, a 
satiety that is ‘to suppurate* and ‘dissent terms of civility’. The 
mis-spellings themselves foreshadow Dickens’s use of them in such a 
character as Mrs Gamp; and what wc m.iy reasonably assume was 
thdr intention leads us straight to Lewis Carroll and James Joyce, 
who made a technique out of a linguistic device tliat Smollett prob¬ 
ably stumbled upon by accident or, since he was writing of Welsh 
characters, may have got from Shakespeare’s Flucllen, 

Whether SmoUet influenced Joyce or not, liis influence on later 
novelists has been great. He was Dickens’s favourite novelist as a boy, 
Dickens took over and carried further his practice of rendering 
character in terms of its cxicmab, of reducing it to caricature, though 
I doubt if Dickens did so consciously or for Smollett’s reasons, Witli 
nu seamen and avaricious spinsters, hungry for marriage under a 
coak of religiosity, Smollett populated a considerable area of tlic 
hcdon that was to come. A line of writers about the sea, from Marryat 
Michael Scott to W. W. Jacobs, is in his debt. Characters like 
Lumahago, suitably modified, appear in Walter Scott. And there is 
no reason to believe that as an influence, as someone to be learned 
tom, he is finished yet. Indeed, wlicn one considers a contemporary 
novel like Joyce Cary’s A Fearful Joy, with its breathless p.ace of 
its succession of rapid, restless scenes — a panoramic novel 
“i^ough time rather than space — it is plain that he is not. 



76 


THE ENGLISH NOVEL 


4 

‘Nothing odd will do long: Tristram Shandy did not last.* *... irre¬ 
sponsible (and nasty) tri^g.’ The first writer is Dr Johnson, in 
1776, nine years after the last volumes of Tristram Shatidy were 
published; the second. Dr Leavis in 194^- Time has proved Johnson 
wrong, but the quotations together suggest that The Life and Opinions 
of Tristram Slusndy presents its problems. 

Laurence Sterne (1713-68) published tlic first two volumes in 1760, 
the last in 1767; and the first thing to remark is that within eleven 
years of tlic appearance of Clarissa and ten )’cars of that of Tom Jones 
the newly found form of tlic novel had been turned upside down and 
inside out. Yet Tristram Shandy is a novel and nothing else but a 
novel for all that it has never been found easy to pigeon-hole; a fact 
wliich should put us on our guard against interpreting die novel as a 
literary form too narrowly. To summarize the plot is to say even less 
about the book than such a procedure usually docs. We may borrow 
E. M. Forster’s word and call it a fantasy, which at least indicates that 
Sterne was not out to produce the simulacrum of reality both Fielding 
and Richardson in tlicir different ways were after. Yet Sterne creates a 
world, and it is a solid world, a world that extends the reader s know¬ 
ledge of the world as he himself habitually knows it. Whether we like 
Sterne’s world or not, in his characters of Mr Shandy and Uncle Toby 
Sterne brought into e?ustcncc universal types that we recognize as 
such, so that we say, confronted widi certain kinds of behaviour, 
‘Tliis is Shandean.’ ‘He might be a modem Uncle Toby.’ Sterne’s 
characters, like those of only the greatest writers, have the enduring 
quality of figures in mytli: more is suggested by tliem than they 
actually state; they express wa^'s of behaviour, inclinations of tem¬ 
perament, that are permanent from generation to generation. 

This is neither a trifling nor an irresponsible achievement. But as 
applied to Sterne, die word irresponsible is meaningless. One might 
as well say diat die writings of diat other priest of die Church of 
England, Robert Herrick, were irresponsible. As to nastiness, die 
word needs severe qualification ii it is not to prevent us from seeing 
what Sterne was after. Sterne was a humorist in rsvo very diflerent 
senses; he was certainly ‘skilled in the literary or artistic expression of 
humour’, wliich is one dictionary definition of the humorist, but he 
was also a ‘fantastical or wliimiscal person; a faddist’, which is an 
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earlier definition. E. M. Forster has brilliantly compared his literary 
technique with Virginia Woolf’s, and perhaps the quotation of a 
passage from her essay on the modern novel will indicate, better than 
anything else, tlic nature of Sterne’s mind and its perceptions. 

Examine for a moment an ordinary mind on an ordinary day. The 
mind receives a myriad impressions - trivial, fantastic, evanescent, or 
engraved with the sharpness of steel. From all sides they come, an 
incessant shower of innumerable atoms; and as they fall, as they shape 
themselves into the life of Monday or Tuesday, the accent falls differ¬ 
ently from of old; the moment of importance came not here but there; 
$0 that, if a writer were a free man and not a slave, if he could write 
what he chose, not what he must, if he could base his work upon liis 
own feeling and not upon convention, there would be no plot, no 
comedy, no tragedy, no love interest or catastrophe in the accepted 
sense, and perhaps not a single button sewn on as the Bond Street 
tailors would have it... 

Tile passage could stand as a description ofliow Sterne saw life .and 
wished to transmit it to dte printed page. Like Mrs Woolt, he too had 
come after a solid realist, and liis practice is a protest ag.iinsc wliat ho 
plainly thought was an arbitrary convention: life at the moment it is 
being lived, he might have said, docs not at all resemble life as it is 
generalized after the moment has passed. The action of a Fielding 
novel has finished before the book opens. It is therefore a gcncrali- 
2 ation after the event. But Sterne is writing in the first person, he is 
tiiinking aloud - ‘Writing, when properly managed,’ he said, ‘is but a 
different name for conversation’ - reminiscing. As Tristram Sliandy, 
he is setting out to tell us liis life and opinions, but in the monologue 
be speaks one tiling reminds him of anotlicr widi whicli it has no 
apparent, logical connexion; he is forced to digress because a memory 
comes into his mind that will not be suppressed; lie remembers a 
story, a fact, an instance of odd learning that will ilhistr.nte a point, 
and having brought it out finds that it is quite beside or beyond the 
point. We arc reminded to-day, inevitably, of the stream-of-con- 
sciousness novels of the present century', of tlie soliloquies of Joyce s 
Leopold Bloom and Mrs Bloom. But tlicrc is a fimd.imcntal differ¬ 
ence. Shandy is Sterne, just as in A Sciiiiiiicutol Jiyiinicy Yorick is 
Sterne; the names arc merely convenient masks for the author him¬ 
self; and — the real point of difference - Sterne is const-intly amused at 
dte Wayward behaviour of his own mind in the act of remembering. 
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and constantly exploiting the waywardness, for two ends, comedy 
and the deliberate intention of shocking the reader. The latter is of 
fundamental importance in Sterne. He is sa}'ing in effect to the r e ade r : 
You believe you think logically, that one thought follows another in 
orderly sequence, that you are in control of your thoughts, that your 
mind is as it were a machine you can switch on at will to perform its 
appointed function. It is nothing of the kind. When you think, when 
you remember, this is what happens. And so, setting out to wntc his 
life and opinions, Sliandy is not bom imtil the fourth book, which is 
almost half-way through, and he can note with delight: 

I am this month one whole year older than I was this time twelve- 
month; and having got, as you may perceive, almost into the middle of 
my fourth volume — and no farther than to my first day s life - tis 
demonstrative that I have three hundred and sixty-four days more life 
to write just now, than when 1 set out; so that instead of advancing, as a 
common writer, in my work with what I have been doing at it - on the 
contrary, I am Just th^o^vn so many volumes back - was every day of 
my life to be as busy a day as this - And why not? - and the transactions 
and opinions of it to take up as much description - And for what reason 
should they be cut short? as at tliis rate I should just live 364 times faster 
than I should write - It must follow, an’ please your worships, that the 
more I write, the more I shall have to write - and consequently, the 
more your worships read, the more your worships will have to read. 

Will this be good for your worships’ eyes? 

It will do well for mine; and, was it not that my OPINIONS will be 
the death of me, I perceive I shall lead a fine life of it out of this self¬ 
same life of mine; or, in other words, shall lead a couple of fine lives 

together. 

Sterne had good philosophical and psychological bases for his 
view of die mind’s workings: he was writing in accord with Locke’s 
dicory that the association of ideas in the mind was an irrarioual 
process; but he was also w'riting as it were a gloss upon the theor>', 
finding his examples, pointing diem out, generalizing on them, 
making comedy out of them. To use a word once fasliionablc to 
describe some manifestations of twenticdi-century literature, his was 
esscnuallv a clowming spirit. He clowns all die time on the subjects 
of cliildbirdi and reproduction. If he did so out of the context of his 
ideas and the form and style their expressions take, he might be offen¬ 
sive. Widiin his context I do not believe he is; it is in full agreement 
■with his view of life that he should stress w’hat lies beyond and below 
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accepted opinion, chat he should stress prenatal influences on liis 
narrator and fiud tlicm funny and absurd. To be shocked by Sterne 
after reading the discoveries of Freud and liis psycho-analysts is 
tantamount to a deliberate refusal to be liberated from false shame. 

The fart tliat he could comment on them even wIxiJe recording 
them proves chat Stenie was not at die mercy of the associations of 
ideas in his mind. Indeed, he uses the theory with a very definite end. 
Some of the feelings aroused by the flux of ideas arc better, more 
worth having, dian others; for liim, die moments to be seized and 
dwelt upon were diose that were charged with die comic, the padictic, 
and the sentimental. The valuable moments are those that isolate 
oddity - the foibles, hobby-horses, idiosyncrasies of bciiaviour of 
his characters - and pathos. He is a pure humorist and a pure senti¬ 
mentalist, and humour and feeling arc alike ends in tliemselves. There 
is no satire in his humour; die laughter Ms ch.iractcrs provoke is of 
the gendcst. There arc, for instance, Mr Shandy, tlie theorist with 
theories on every subject under the sun, and liis wife: the relation 
between them is implicit in the following passage; 

It was a consuming vexarion to my fadier tliat my mother never 
asked the meaning of a thing she did not understand. Tliat she is not a 
woman of science, my father would say, is her misfortune; but slic 
might ask a question. 

My mother never did. In short, slic went out of the world at last 
without know'ing whether it turned round or stood still - my father 
had officiously told her above a thousand times which way it was, but 
she always forgot. 

They live together in mutual incomprehension; and so do My Father 
and My Uncle Toby, that iimoccnt, artless, childlike creation, tlic 
old soldier whose civilian hfc is dedicated to playing soldiers. They 
arc creatures of fixed ideas, obsessively riding hobby-horses they 
alone appreciate. They arc drawn with an absolute economy of 
strokes, and they arc utterly solid, three-dimensional cluiractcrs. 
More real characters, in the sense that ilicy arc immedi.uely convinc- 
ing no matter how absurd and that they haunt the mind once liaving 
been encountered, do not exist in any fiction. 

And perhaps they owe tlicir success largely to Sterne’s jiower of 
sentimentality, for one can speak of it as no less tlian tiiat; he was a 
connoisseur of feeling. The scntimctit.alist specializes in distinguishing 
tiiunccs of feeling, and when the sentimentalist is a novelist of Sterne s 
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genius the result is bound to be an enrichment of subtlety in the 
expression of charaaer. His sentimentality has been found by many 
critics as offensive as liis indecency; along witli liis humour, it is part 
and parcel of his way of mterpreting life, and the three cannot rcaUy 
be divorced from one another. For Sterne $ mind is like a spectrum, 
humour, sentimcntalit}’, indecency fade into one another; it is never 
easy at any one moment to say which is dominant. Sterne is not out 
to make us laugh aloud or to weep; but when we smile he hopes 
there will be the suspicion of a tear as well; and if we arc moved by 
his sentimentality, his pity for a dead donkey, Uncle Toby s benevo¬ 
lence towards a flv, we arc to smile at tlie same time, because such 
sentimentaUty, for all Sterne prizes it so higlily, is also a hobby-horse, 
a foible, to arouse compassion and mirtli. 

Sterne is a novelist who must be taken as he is or not at all. What 
he set out to do he did consummately. Literary historians have 
tracked down sources for his st>ie — Rabelais and Richard Burton. 
He shared with them both a delight in curious lore, an uncouthly 
sonorous vocabulary, and with the former a dehght in the parody of 
p>edantry. All this docs not make him any tlic less an original writer. 
His style, grotesquely unsuitable as it would be for any other kind 
of novel, with its digressions, parentheses, dashes, eccentricities of 
punctuation, is tlic perfect expression of liis mind and therefore, for 
him, a perfect style. After tw'o centuries of tlic novel he remains an 
original. No one else has done what he did, though Kis influence on 
later writers has been tremendous. His discoverv' of the dcUghts of 
sensibilitv, the pleasures of the feeling heart, was tlic discovery of 
a whole continent of experience which otlicr eighteenth-century 
writers invaded with alacrity. The influence of his sentimentahty has 
by now died away; Thackeray was tlie last great novelist to feel it. 
and him it did only harm. But the influence of his humour is still 
potent and nowhere more so than in the United States; when we 
read, for example, a book like Clarence Day’s Life with Father, or 
for that matter much of Thurber, we glimpse behind tlic author the 
dubious shadow of the curate of Coxwold who took London - and 
Europe - by storm. 

5 

Ricliardson died in 1761. Fielding in 1754. Smollett in 1771, Sterne 
in 1768. Their work had been crowded into a span of forty years. 
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which was followed by a relatively barren period of twenty years in 
which little of intrinsic literary merit was written in tlie form of 
the novel, though noveb poured from the press in an ever-swelling 
flood. 

Many reasons have been put for\vard lor tliis sudden collapse in the 
standards of a form which had been raised to such heights in a single 
generation. The reviewers have been blamed for not recognizing 
that thfr novel was a serious branch of literature with its own law’s, 
worthy of as much attention as the drama or poetry; but reviewers 
are always blamed when fiction finds itself in a dull period. Tlic 
reading public, rapidly increasing and for the most part taking its 
fiction through the medium of the circulating librars', has also been 
blamed. And pcrliaps with more reason: at any time the public is 
conventional and uncritical, and novels were becoming more and 
more tlic staple literary diet of young ladies. Tiic key to the problem 
undoubtedly lies in the word ‘uncritical’. Novelists themselves were 
uncritical because, for all the example of Richardson and Fielding 
before them, they had no real notion of what novels were capable of, 
what their true jobs were. They were purveyors of stock articles 
with a ready-made market. This is evident from titles current; close 
imitations of Richardson, Fielding, and Smollett were stock lines. 
In fact the appearance in one generation of as many as four writers of 
great genius and originality is commonly followed by a fallow period; 

U IS as though great writers temporarily exhaust the language, which 
must be given time to recover. But so long as novelists saw them¬ 
selves as no more than provision merchants, purveyors of eom- 
moditics, so long as they had no proper valuation of themselves, 
nothing of much merit could be expected in the novel; and it !S 
ngnificant that the best work in fiction from the time of Fielding and 
Smollett until that of Jane Austen w.is done by men and women who 
Were generally not professional w-riters or, if they were, were far 
from thinking of themselves as primarily novelists. 

An instance is Oliver Goldsmith, wliosc novel 7 lif I'lKir of M tiko- 
published in 1776, has proved by far the most popular eightceiitli- 
century novel apart from those of the Big Four. Us popularity, 
indeed, Itas been quite disproportionate to its .acliicvcmcnt as a novel, 
^d much of it has undoubtedly been due to its ‘iiiceiiess , which 
allowed adults to put it in the h.tnds of young people when Tom 
Jones was considered improper. As a novel, its fitilis arc gross. The 
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plot is absurd, and the dctis ex machina, Mr Burchcll (or Sir William 
^omhiU) is quite incredible. The Vicar of Wakefield survives almost 
in spite of Goldsmith’s own intentions. We read it as a domc^c 
idyll, and especially for the character of Dr Primrose, that unworldly 
clergyman who in so many ways is a softened, sw'ectenei more 
respectable Parson Adams. But this was not quite how Goldsm^ 
meant us to see liis novel. In essential content it is obsessed wth the 
same problem as are those of the greater novelise: Ae probl^ ot 
arbitrary, irresponsible power. The abduction of Olivu by Harry 
Thornhill, tlic young squire, might have occurred m Ridiarcfcon, 
Fielding, or Smollett, and Dr Primrose’s experiences m jail arc No¬ 
wise from the common fund of experience which went to the inakmg 
of the eighteenth-century novel at its greatest. And Dr 
was meant to be a figure of satire, almost a butt, a specimen of foohdi 
optimism, of benevolence that did not know the world. Wisdom is 
represented by Burchell. whose job it is to save Prunrose and Im 
faniily &om the consequences of the vicar’s foUy. But Goldsnuthof 
aU writers was the least cut out to be a realistic novc^t, and what he 
achieved was something very different torn what he mt^ded; m- 
stead of the ncar-tragedy of a man who brought himself and his 
femily to ruin he produced somctlung very much like a fairy-tale, an 
idealized picture of rural life, with a dclightfu Qu«otic conne 
character at the centre and with Burchell as an awkward eighteen^- 
century good fairy to contrive a happy ending. When we remember 
the book it is the comic idyU of famUy Ufe diat comes first to mind; 
tlic intrigue, die abduction, and die resolution of the plot require an 
effort of memory - inevitably, since they arc carried out with hardly 
more conviction that simUar incidents would be m a modem 


musical comedy. . i t u 

In my view, under-rated by literary historians is Charles John¬ 
stone’s Chrysal, or (he Adventures of a Guinea^ published in 1760. 
Structurally, it represented a dead end in fiction, for the narrator, 
Chrysal. is a spirit, the spirit of gold imprisoned in a guinea mmted m 
Peru and passed in the normal way of commerce and exchange froin 
liand to hand across die world to Europe. The device was not original. 
The use of an inanimate object as a means of linking together a string 
of diverse episodes has been traced to Lc Sage. Its attraction is obvious: 
it enables the author to encompass a svidcr range of varied and con¬ 
trasted scenes than is possible even to the picaresque novelist. Its 
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weakness is equally obvious and so great as to make no compensation 
m other directions adequate to it: there is no possibility of any 
development of charaacr even to the modest extent found in a 
Roderick RanJoin or Peregrine Pickle. 

But the device has a value as a vehicle for satire, and Jolinstonc was 
nothing if not a satirist; the fact that he chose as Iiis inanimate object 
a pi^ of gold shows how deUberatc lus satirical intention was, and 
reading Chrysal, one keeps catching glimpses of the great work tliat 
a satirist of the cahbre of Swift or Fielding or Voltaire could have 
written on Johnstone’s plan. His aim is to expose liis age in terms of 
ICS cupidity, but this involves much more than die mere word may 
s^gest. What we get, in a series of maiiJy vivid short episodes, is an 
all-embracing view of power corrupted at all levels and die conse¬ 
quences in human misery. Johnstone’s constant exposure of corrup¬ 
tion becomes monotonous, and the bees in his bonnet - his Iiatrcd of 
Jews, Jesuits, and Dutchmen - are boring. He has die prejudices of 
age as we do not find them in Fielding or even Sinollctc. Yet lie 
had real powers of invention and could write a swift, effective 
^tirical scene and follow it instantly with another; if the chapters 
escribing how a clergyman’s wife bribes a bishop’s wife in order to 
get a vacant living for her husband and how the bishop in turn bribes 
a uchess in an attempt to get a vacant arclibisliopric, had been written 

y amoUett they would have been among the most admired instances 
of his work. 

much more genially satirical novel is the Rev. Richard Gr.ivcs’s 
^ Quixote (lyyz). The title defines its scope. Mr Geoffrey 

goose, a young West Country squire, is infected with Mctlio- 
um and sets off with the village cobbler as liis Sanciio Panza to preach 
c gospel and meet his hero Whitfield. It is essentially a novel of tlie 
open road; we can follow Mr Wildgoosc’s itinerary as closely as Tom 
Jones s; and in his peregrinations he visits Gloucester, Bath, Bristol, 
t c Midlands. The Spiritual Quixote is a satire not so much on Mcdiod- 
urn as on Whitfield: he is the villain so far as the book Ii.is one, and 
1C deadly little vignette of him at breakfast, witli ‘a gooil bason of 
chocolate, and a plate of muffins well-buttered, before him’, which is 
not at all as Wildgoosc expects to find him, recalls irresistibly 
Dickens s Mr Stiggins. Similarly, die most surprising, and effective, 
|ccne in the novel is when Wildgoosc meets a traveller wlio attacks 
his behefs, saying that ‘lie would sooner renounce his Bible, than 
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believe those doctrines, as Calvin of old, or Mr ^^hitficld had of late, 
taught tliem.’ ‘I suppose tlien you arc a follower of John Wesley’s?^ 
Wildgoose says. ‘No,’ replies the stranger; ‘I am John Wesley 
himself.’ 

Thf Spiritual Quixote remains a very agreeable work, written in a 
very agreeable cightcentli-century prose. Graves was a much smaller 
writer dun Fielding, but like him wrote as a scholar and a gendeman, 
with a similar urbanity and a belief in die disinfecting properdes of 
reason. 

Johnstone, like Fielding and Smollett, might have said with Wynd- 
lum Lewis: ‘The cxtcntal approach to things (relying on die evidence 
of the eye radicr than of die more emotional organs of sense) can 
make of “the grotesque” a healthy and attraaivc companion. ... 
Dogmatically, then, 1 am for the Great Widiout, for the method of 
external approach.’ But the tough-minded external approach is 
usually ordy possible so long as there is more or less general agree¬ 
ment, on the part of writers and the reading public alike, on what 
constitutes reality. It requires settled conviedons on die nature of 
man’s place in the universe and of his relations with his fellows and 
the rest of creation. The external approach is, in other words, an index 
of self-confidence, and when it dominates a literature, as in the first 
lulf of the eigliteenth century, of a generally shared self-confidence. 
But when a common view of life breaks down individual self-con¬ 
fidence wanes. The writer is dirown back on his own resources; he 
can no longer take it for granted that his attitude towards the external 
world will be generally accepted, and he is therefore forced to rely on 
himself, to rely on subjectivit)’. In a sense, it is not the world outside 
him that forms his subject-matter so much as liis own reactions to it. 

Something hke diis happened to writers in the sixth decade of the 
eighteenth century, and it goes far tow.ards explaining the decline in 
the novel. The Augustan order which had prevailed from the age of 
Anne until tlic end of George Il’s reign had passed; the reading 
public was no longer united in a body of commonly held assumptions 
about m.m, God, and society. In religion, Methodism was emphasiz¬ 
ing the loneliness of man. stressing tlic paramount importance not of 
re.nson but of emotion. Novelists like\^^sc began to stress tlic im- 
port.ince of emotion and to depend more and more on sensibilirs'. 
Sensibility: its primar)’ meaning is the power of sensation or per¬ 
ception, the specific function of tlie organs of sense. Tliis meaning 



THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 85 

became overlaid with anotlier, chat of quickness and acuteness of 
apprehension or feeling, wliich in turn was extended, during the 
eighteenth century, to mean tltc capacity for refined emotion, sen¬ 
sitiveness generally in the face of external nature, and then the readi¬ 
ness to feel compassion for suffering, and to be moved by the pathetic. 
Plainly, this last kind of sensibility is always in danger of becoming 
morbid; it may become an end in itself, valued for itself, so that 
reality is sought only as a stimulus to the exercise of sensibility. 
When Jane Austen wrote Sense and Sensibihty it was tliis that she had 
in mind: 

Marianne’s abilities were, in many respects, quite equal to Elinor s. 
She was sensible and clever, but eager in cverytliing: her sorrows, her 
joys, could have no moderation. She was generous, amiable, interesting, 
she was anything but prudent. The resemblance between her and lier 
mother was strikingly great. 

Elinor saw, with concern, the excess of her sister s sensibility, but 
by Mrs Dashwood it was valued and cherished. They encouraged each 
other now in the violence of their atfliedon. The agony of grief sshich 
overpowered them at first was voluntarily renewed, was sought for, 
was CTcated again and again. They gave themselves up wholly to their 
sorrow, seeking increase of tvrctchcdncss in every reflection that could 
afford it, and resolved against ever admitting consolation in future. 
Elinor, too, was deeply afflicted; but still she could struggle, she could 
exert herself ... 

Jane Austen was writing very much as a belated cighteenth-centur) 
moralist; but in its beginnings in tlic cightccntli century sensibility 
was something more respectable than die sclf-indulgcnce of school¬ 
girls. It was another way of coping widi tlic problem of arbitrary 
power. Behind the satire of Fielding and Smollett lay the idea ol a 
rational pattern of society; abuses of power were deviations from an 
accepted norm and could be corrected by an appeal to reason chrough 
the voice of ridicule. But society v,'.is not sutic as Fielding and Smol¬ 
lett believed, and the middle of the century witnessed a crisis of 
confidence in reason. The obvious evils of society rcniiiuicd and k 
not grow less, and reason seemed powerless to correct tlicm. 1 
appeal was therefore to the heart, to the feelings, wlucli Sterne had so 
well shown how to touch, thougli Sterne’s great .ichicveinent, t ic use 
of sensibility for die purposes of humour^ was exactly w lat c k 
novelists of sensibihty made no attempt to imitate. They used sensi- 
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bility for moral, even political ends. Henry Brooke’s The Fool of 
Quality^ the five volumes of which were published from 1766 to 1770, 
is a case in point. It is one of the worst novels ever written, but a 
remarkable book. An early instance of the influence of Rousseau's 
^mite in English, it is a treatise on education cast into fictional form. It 
describes die upbringing of Uttlc Harry Morland, who becomes the 
ideal noblenwn tlirough the fostering by his eccentric and enormously 
wcaltliy uncle, of his sensibilities. Very long, utterly humourless (and 
tlicrefore to the modem reader often funny), quite devoid of charac¬ 
ters in any real sense, its action held up by long disquisitions on such 
themes as the beauties of the British Constitution and the all-impor- 
nint function of tlie merchant in society, and the narration further 
interrupted by ‘discussions’ between the author and his readers. The 
Fool of Quality is the work of a man who was less of a noveUst, 
probably, than any who ever practised the craft but who had a power¬ 
ful and original mind. Harry Morland, who, incidentally, is probably 
the fint instance of the child-hero in fiction, is brought up to fisllow 
tlie dictates of liis heart; he is the fool of the title. The fool, educated 
to act according to the generosity of his feelings and so regarded at 
first as little better than a Iialf-wit, confounds and eventually converts 
all his critics by his irresistible goodness, the plausibility of his 
arguments, the attractiveness of his personality and, possibly, his 
inexhaustible wealth. 

When breakfast was over, Harry called in John. - Mr John, says he, 
can you tell me how many families there are in this village of yours? - 
Twenty-five families exaedy, my lord. Then Harry turned to his father 
and said - If your lordship will be pleased to lend me five htmdred 
guineas for the present, I will pay you very honestly the hour that my 
uncle comes to the country. - Why, sirrah! cried the earl plcasandy, 
what right has your uncle to pay your debts, especially to such a g;reat 
amount as you speak of? - O, my lord, answered Harry, 1 have already 
squandered away above filty thousand pounds of his money; and this 
is but a trifle, w’hich I am sure I may very safely add to the rest. 

Here die earl looked truly astonished. - Fifty thousand pounds 1 he 
exclaimed. Impossible, Harry! Why, you had neitlier such ponds nor 
lakes as mine in London, wherein you might make ducks and drakes 
of them. How in the world could you contrive it? Where did you 
dispose of them? 

In hospitals and in prisons, my father, answered Harry. In streets and 
highways, among the wretched and indigent, supplying eyes to die 
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blind, and limbs to the lame, and cheerfulness to the sorrowful and 
broken of heart; for such were my uncle’s orders. 

Let me go, let me go from this place, my lord! cried Meekly; this 
boy will absolutely kill me if I stay any longer. He overpowen, he 
suffocates me with the weight of his sentiments. 

The weight of his sentiments suffocates us too; but wliatevcr its 
merits as a novel, The Fool of Quality has a permanent interest as an 
example of the literary expression of the impulses governing tlic 
humanitarian movement of the century. 

A more famous book, and more successful as a novel, is Henry 
Mackenzie’s The Mau of Feeling, publislicd in 1771. " Inch exploits 
sensibihty for much more purely aesthetic ends thaji Brooke $ book. 
Both have earned die ridicule of later generations because of the ex¬ 
cessive tendencies of their characters to burst mto tears; in fairness, 
it must be remembered diat, as a matter of fact, eighteenth-century 
man did weep much more readily tlian wc do. Mackenzie wrote very 
well indeed. His novel is presented as a series of fragments, a device 
he had perhaps picked up from Sterne, as the remains of a manu¬ 
script found by a sporting curate who, when the book opens, has 
used a considerable part of it as wadding for his gun. Wlicn rescued 
and pieced together, die manuscript contains tlie story of Harley, the 
Man of Feeling, to whom ‘a blush, a phrase of affability to an inferior, 
a tear at a moving talc, were ... like the Ccstus of Cytliera, un¬ 
equalled in conferring beauty.’ The story, such as it is, is a conven¬ 
tional eighteenth-century one; Harley’s adventures in London and on 
the road to and from London. It is a record of disillusionment. As a 
of feeling, Harley accepts expressions of fecluig on the part of 
others as genuine and is therefore continually deceived. But he goes 
on feeling and doing good where he can. He rescues a prostitute and 
restores her to her father. He visits Bedlam, to the spect.ncle of wliich, 
espeaally where lunacy is combined with beauty, Harley pays the 
tribute of some tears’. Returned home, in love witii .a neighbour s 
daughter, he dares not confess liis love until Miss Walton visits him 
on his sick-bed. Then he does so, but her response is too mucli for so 
delicately organized a sensibihty. She says: 

Let not life be $0 indifferent to you; if my wishes c.in put any value 
on it -1 will not pretend to misunderstand you - I know your worth - 
1 have known it long - 1 have esteemed it - what would you have me 
-1 have loved it as it deserved.' He seized Iicr hand - a languid 
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colour reddened his check - a smile brightened faintly m eye* A* 
he gazed on her, it grew dim, it fixed, it closed. He sighed and 
on his scat - Miss Walton screamed at the sight. His aunt and the 
servants rushed into the room. They found them lying motionless 
together. His physician happened to call at that instant. Every art was 
tried to recover them; ^^■ith Miss Walton they succeeded - but Harley 
■was gone for ever! 

As Scott said. The Mau of Feeling exhibits ‘a hero comundy 
obedient to every emotion of liis moral sense*. It is most skilfully 
done, and the London scenes, ligbdy touched in as they are, are 
admirable. In its way. it is almost a minor masterpiece, and what 
renders it perennially fascinating is its singular purity as a specimen 
of the cult of sensibilic)'. Literary historians, in an attempt to impose 
some sort of order on die chaos in fiction during the last diirty ye^ 
or so of the century, have often distinguished categories of die novcl- 
thc novel of sentiment, die Gothic novel, or novel of horror, Ac 
oriental talc, the novel of doctrine, and so on. The terms arc mcful 
so long as it is remembered Aat Ac categories arc not hard and bst 
compartments. Underlying Acm all is Ac single quality of sensibility, 
which could take many forms. So The Man of Fee/hi? may primarily 
have as its end a description of Ac impart of Ac world upon a young 
roan ‘obedient to every emotion of liis moral sense , but it is also, by 
implication, a statement of the case against die world, against society . 
As for Rousseau, so for Mackenzie - society is always evil, and 
against society is set Ac innocence and uncorrupted virtue of die 
idyllic coimtrysidc: ‘As to the world -1 pity Ac men of it.’ 

Along with diis rejection of Ac world dicrc goes a conscious, 
connoisseur’s delight in landscape and the 'picturesque : 

An old man, who from liis dress seemed to have been a soldier, lay 
fast asleep on Ac ground; a knapsack rested on a stone at his right hand, 
wliile his staft'and brass-hilted sword were crossed at his left. 

Harley looked on liim widi the most earnest attendon. He was one 
of those figures wliich Salvator would have drawn; nor was Ae sur¬ 
rounding scenery unlike die wildness of diat painter's backgrounds. 
The banks on each side were covered with fantasdc shrub-wood, and 
at a litdc distance, on Ac top of one of Acm, stood a finger-post to 
mark Ac Arcctions to two roads which Averged from the point where 
it was placed. A rock, widi some dangling wild flowers, jutted out 
above where the sclAcr lay; on which grew Ac stump of a large tree, 
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white with age, and a single t^vistcd branch shaded lus face as he 
slept. ... 

In the fiction of this time the inspiration derived from Salvator Rosa 
is almost as great as tliat derived from Hogarth in the novels of 
Fielding. Sir Kenneth Clark has written in his Landscape Into Art: 

Today, after a century of more intense romanticism, it is hard to see 
how the world of taste was so long deceived by the second-rate 
of Salvator. But we must realize that he was, in a minor degree, a kind 
of Byron. He opened a new vein of sentiment, and discovered the 
rhetorical form in which it could be conveyed. That Ins sentiments were 
exaggerated and his means of expressing them often commonplace w.is 
a factor in his popularity. The artist who invents stage properues which 
can be borrowed with effect, is sure of success, and the minor pamters 
of the eighteenth century came to rely on Salvator's bandita and 
shaggy fir-trees as their successors of the 1930s relic on icasso s 
harlequins and guitars. Neither would have obtained currency lud 
they not also fulfilled some half-realized dream of the P^nc^. As Ur 
Johnson said of Sterne. ‘His nonsense suited their nonsense. The non¬ 
sense which the eighteenth century required was some escape from its 

own oppressive rationalism. 


Sensibility, which could find pleasure in die nicety and correctness 
of its feelings in the presence of human suffering or mora pro cm , 
found that it could find pleasure also in the wildness of nature, m c c 
Uwlessncss of the exotic, and in indulgence ui sensations ot tear and 
awe before the mysterious or the inexplicable* The rationa ism o \c 
early eighteenth century no longer satisfied. Sensibility, in us vanou 
manifestadons, was die contemporary expression of what Johnson 
called ‘that hunger of die imagination wliich preys incessantly on 


life’. . r 1 . r 

Johnson knew all about sensibility, and for liiin, as or t ic ^ ' 

writers of the first part of the century. Swift and Pope, it was some 

dung cmplurically not to be indulged in, for that way m.i ness .» • 

His one excursion into fiction of some le-ngdi. 7 he UuioryofRassc . 

hi,tee ofAbissima (1759). for all its apparent cxot.uMii o " 

statement of values uncorrupted by the cult of seiisi 1 nv. t u s 

a novel, just as its setting bears no resemblance to A N ssiiua 

how. Rather it is a pliilosopiuc.al fable on the vanity o uinian * 1 

ness. The prince wire leaves his birth-place m order to see the w rid 

and finds virtue nowhere, man nowhere happy, returns to lus ku g 
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dom to devote himscir to the duties that lie immediately at han<L 
Rasselas is Johnson’s CanMde, but a much more sombre one than 
Voltaire’s, tlic expression of a stoicism that would be the deepest 
pessimism were it not for its author’s almost despairing Christianity, 
for Jolmson, who did not know the word, knew at &st hand the 
terrors of die concept Angst. The <iHj[s/-riddcn do not cultivate their 
sensibilities. 

But Rasselas has its place in the liistory of modem fiction because 
it is the first major manifestation in English of the oriental tale. In 
English fiction, indeed, the oriental talc means simply Rasselas and 
Beckford’s Vat/ick. The Arabian Nights had been translated for the 
first time into European languages at the beginning of the century. 
The society, values, modes of thinking, and feeling they revealed 
fascinated because they were so utterly dift’erent from those of Western 
Europe. A first reading of die Arabian Nights must have been for 
the Augustins like die discovery of a planet inhabited by creatures 
intelligent certainly but utterly and disconcertingly unlike human 
beings; and just as in the twentieth century writers have for the pur¬ 
pose of satire brought Martians to the earth, so the first literary ex¬ 
ploitation of die discovery of the East was for satirical ends. In France, 
Montesquieu wrote Iiis Lettres Persanes, and forty years later Gold- 
smidi in Engl.uid wrote The Citizen of The World; both had die same 
intention, to show the W'est how it might appear to an intelligent 
man from die world outside the West. But at the same time, the 
fabulous world of Schclicrazadc began to have a value in its own right, 
and its value was precisely its fabulousness, its almost antipodal 
diifcrcnce from the West ^^^dl its rationalism and its roots in Greece 
and Rome. 

Beckford’s l 'alhcl% written in French between 1781 and 1782, and 
translated into English without liis permission tiA'o years later, is the 
perfect expression of die submission to die fabulous, submission, 
tliat is to say, without ulterior motive. Is it a novel? The question 
scarcely matten, except to remind us that though die novel has its 
roots in die reality round us it regularly aspires to the condition of 
fantasy, wliich is what Vaihek is. But it is fantasy still rooted in the 
perception of the real, for Beckford’s story of the caliph Vathek’s 
pursuit of knowledge and power, in die course of which. Faust-like, 
he sells himself to the powers of evil, is a statement in fable of the 
aiidior’s own domin.int impulses: in his own actual life Bcckford got 
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.s near to being a Vatbek as the West aUowcd. Of its Jdnd of writing 
Vathek is a masterpiece; its imaginative quality and the sublimity of 
its end have always been praised. It is a tour de force of the most 
sustained order. But what has not received adequate attention is the 
quality of its writing. It is an unusually witt>' book and the wit is ot 
an unusual sort. It is, as it were, a fabulous wit depending on the 
juxtaposition of the unexpeaed, tlie shocking adjective to the obvious 
noun, to produce the bizarre or grotesque image; 

Wherever the caliph directed his course, objects of pity were sure to 
swarm round him; die blind, the purblind, smarts without noses, 
damsels without ears, each to extol the munificence of Fakreddm, who. 
as well as his attendant greybeards, dealt about, gratis, plasters and 
cataplasms to aU that appUed. At noon, a superb corps of cripples made 
its appearance; and soon after advanced, by platoons, on the plain, the 
complctcst association of invalids that had ever been embodied till then. 
The blind went groping with the blind, the lame limped on together, 
and the maimed made gestures to each other with the only arm that 
remained. The sides of a considerable waterfall were crowded by the 
deaf; amongst whom were some from Pegu, with ears uncommonly 
large and handsome, but who were still less able to hear than the rest. 
Nor were there wanting others in abundance with hump-backs, 
wenny necks, and even horns of an exquisite polish. 

Vathek had no direct influence on the fiction tliat was to follow; 
but the tone of voice, a similar style and a similarly disconcerting 
view of life- as though the actual world Irad been taken to pieces and 
put together again in a slightly different form, which shocked and 
amused at the same time - was to appear more than a htmdrcd yc.aR 
later in Aubrey Beardsley’s unfinished Under the HiU, and in the 
novels of Ronald Firbank in die twentieth century. 

Much more important than the discovery of a fictitious East, the 
falsity of which could always be exposed by actual acquaintance 
v/itli the reality of the East, was the redbeovery of the past, of the 
Jcnsc of history. Until die middle of the seventeenth century men 
had scarcely disdngublied between the present and tlic past. Then, 
with the beginning of the eighteenth century, die past, the great ages 
of Greece and Rome always excepted as peaks of human achievement 
modems might possibly equal but could never expect to surpass, was 
»ccn as essentially different from the present and dismbsed as barbaric, 
riidc, and uncivilized. Thb sclf-<ompbccncy, wliich was the mani- 
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fcstadon of a rare confidence in dvilizadon and reason, did not last 
long; and when it came, the discovery of the past, of the Middle Ages 
in particular, was an event in the development of the Western mind 
second in importance only to the discovery of classical antiquity in 
the fourtccntli and fiftecntli centuries. 

But as witli the first cultivation of sensibility, preoccupation with 
the past seems to have Iiad httic more significance for many of its 
early discoverers tlian that of an amusing game. While serious and 
learned men like the poet Gray and Bishop Percy were diUgcntly 
exploring the hterature of the dark and middle ages, the Icelandic 
sagas and the ballads, wealthy dilettantes adorned the grounds of their 
country scats with cunningly contrived ‘mediaeval’ ruins and hermits 
grottoes. At Twickenham, Horace Walpole turned Strawberry Hill 
into a miniature Gothic castle, in the imitation baronial halls of which 
he wrote The Castle of Otranto in 1764. 

The Castle of Otranto is only sketchily a novel, and if it were not 
for the progeny whicli derived from it one could dismiss it as a 
dilettante’s freak. Read to-day it may easily be taken as an exerdse 
in the absurd. It is the fate of the dilettante to seem to later generations 
absurd; for all tliat, liis function, however much it may manifest 
itself as apparently irresponsible caprice, is higlJy valuable, and, 
given die background and atmosphere of its own time, the importance 
of The Castle of Otranto is obvious. That it is as gimcrack and syn¬ 
thetic as Strawberry Hill itself is beside the point. Nor is Walpole to 
be laughed at when he writes: ‘That great master of nature, Shake¬ 
speare, was the model I copied.’ However vast the gulf between 
Hamlet and Walpole’s story, the fact that he could beUeve he was 
following Shakespeare indicates how potent a Uberator Shakespeare 
has always been when writers have felt themselves oppressed and 
constricted by conventional ways of looking at Ufe and of recording 
die vision seen. What Walpole thought he got from Shakespeare 
was die contrast, making for padios, between die sublime ‘of princes 
and heroes’ and the naivete of ‘dicir domestics’. Walpole was after 
diat mixture of tragedy and comedy within the same work which is a 
feature equally of Eliaabcdian drama and die English novel. And in 
a sense, what Walpole thought he had done in The Castle of Otranto 
is as important as what he actually did. 

The inspiration of the stoiy came in a dream: he saw the hall and 
staircase of Strawberry Hill, wliich was combined with vague 
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memories of a Cambridge college, with ‘a gigantic hand in armour’ 
laid upon the banister. The gigantic hand became the gigantic helmet 
in the story wliich crushes the son of the usurper Manfred. When we 
know its origin it is easy to see how The Castle of Otranto was con¬ 
structed. It is, as it were, a fabrication in daylight, and it creaks as 
artificial dreams commonly do. Walpole was after the marriage of the 
supernatural with the natural. He succeeded with neither. His use of 
supernatural machinery is ludicrous and far too frequent. The story 
is much closer to grand gnignol than to die supernatural; and when, 
for instance, wc read diat ‘three drops of blood fell from the nose of 
Alfonso’s statue’, it is impossible not to smile. Indeed, it seems now 
that Walpole had missed the whole point of Shakespeare’s use of the 
supernatural, which is always cautious in the extreme. As for his 
attempts at the natural, Walpole reveals a complete lack of aptitude 
for the creation of character and for the writing of convincing 
dialogue. 

The Castle of Otranto strikes one to-day as an almost purely intel¬ 
lectual construction, a monstrous mechanism built to the specifica¬ 
tions ofa carefully thought-out blue-print. It had few direct imitators. 
In The Champion of Virtue, a Gothic Tale, published in I 777 « ^t*d 
rc-titicd a year later The Old English Baron, Mrs Clara Reeve proposed 
to keep her story within ‘the utmost of probability . Siic did 
little more than tell a sentimental stor>' in a sham-medieval setting, 
with the supernatural reduced to a few hollow groans. The flowering 
of the Gothic novel was still to come. But the term Gothic novel 
niust be used cautiously; it can easily be a red herring, for if w'c 
take a Gothic novelist like Mrs RadclifFe and place her beside her 
contemporaries Charlotte Smith, Roben Bage, and William Godwin, 
who Were not in any strict sense exponents of the Gothic, wc shall be 
aware not so much of the differences between them as of the mcnt.il 


and emotional climate they share. Different though tliey are, they are 
tnuch more like each other than they are like the novelists who went 
before them; they have much more in common with one another 
tlian they have widi Fanny Burney, for instance, whose first and best 
novc\, Evelina, was published in 1778. when she was twciity-six. 

Paimy Burney’s historical importance is undcni.»ble, though her 
^ual acliievcmcnt has been over-valued. What Miss Burney did was 
^ fuse part of the hcrii.age of Richardson witii tliat of Fielding. He r 
*bcmc is always a young girl’s impressions of the social world, her 
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mistakes in society, her gradual discovery of its values, and her dis¬ 
covery of love, wliich, after some misunderstandings due to her 
innocence, ends in marriage. Evelina is told in letter-form. It records 
naturally the gradual development of the heroine’s mind as she moves 
in society', her hesitations, her doubts, her agonies at the social sole¬ 
cisms she commits, her analysis of her heart when in love. This came 
from Kichardson. But the exploration of emotion and moral impulse 
was not Miss Burney’s major interest; her heroine, for all her sharp¬ 
ness of wits and merciless eye for observation, b a conventional 
enough yoimg woman; a young woman moving uncritically in the 
context of masailinc values. Tlib b one distinction betvN'ecn her and 
Jane Austen, who, tliough she docs not deny those values, secs them 
in a wholly feminine context; and it dbtingubhes her abo from Mrs 
Inchbald, in whose admirable novel, A Sitnple Story, published in 
1791, we have for the first time adequate expression of the attitude 
towards men of a strong-willed, imperious beautiful young woman; 
beside Mrs Inclibald’s Mbs Milner, a delightfully flashing and in the 
end tragic character, Fanny Burney’s Evelina b a priggbh mouse. 

Faimy Burney’s real strength was in social comedy, and here she 
derives from Fielding. Her work represents the feminization of 
Fielding’s art. It involved, of course, a tremendous diminution of 
Fielding’s range. The whole world of liis dme was open to Tom 
Jones; the only one open to Fanny Burney was dtat accessible to a 
conventionally brought up upper middle class young lady constantly 
chaperoned, a world of routs, assemblies, balls, and tea-parties, domi¬ 
nated by the quest for marriage, or rather, dominated by the manoeu¬ 
vring, innocent or otherwbe, necessary to place a girl in the way of an 
eligible young man. In tins world, men are awful and incalculable, 
when seen in die light of possible husbands or potential seducers, or 
ludricrous, if, as often, they diink themselves possible husbands but 
are seen quite otherwise by the young women. To read Mbs Burney 
is radicr like having a mouse’s view of the world of cats: the cats 
are very terrifying, but the mouse’s sense of the ridiculous could not 
be keener. As an .dmost necessary corollary, the cats are only con¬ 
vincing as characters when they arc ridiculous: Lord Orville, the 
hero ot Evelina, a young girl’s dream ofa nobleman based on Richard¬ 
son’s Grandison, could sc.ircciv be more wooden. 

l>.ivid Cecil has said that Fanny Burney’s novels represent the 
entry ot the lady into Englisli fiction. They .also represent die entry 
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of the modem notion of class. In the work of die great eighteenth- 
century novelists class is still more or less feudal; evcr>onc knows 
,his place. Doubdess, diis was not so in reality, but the sweep of a 
novelist like Fielding was too great to take in small discriminations of 
rank and position. Small discriminations, however, arc precisely the 
subj^ts that most exercise ladies at tea-parties, and Faimy Bunicy s 
fiction, like the world she lived in, is full of people who, absurd as it 
may seem to her, do not know dicir place. They arc Miss Bunicy s 
natural victims; she observes them with a camera-eye and picks up 
their speech with a microphonc-car. Her vulgarisms, the families of 
new-rich city merchants, expose themselves in their spcccli. Vulgarin-, 
social pretensions on the part of the low, pain Miss Bunicy, but their 
absurdity also delights her; and her best comedy lies m the maUcious 
rendering of tlic vulgar, as in this passage from Ei’clina: 

‘Mr Smith, you are come in very good time,’ said Mr Bratigliton. 
‘to end a dispute between my son and daughter, about wlierc they shall 

all go tonight.* . 

‘O fie, Tom. - dispute with a lady!’ cried Mr Smith. ‘Now, as for 

me. I’m for where you will, provided this young lady is of the pany. - 
one place is the same as another to me. so dial it be but .igrccablc to the 
ladies, I would go anywhere with you. Ma’am (to me), unless, in cc , 
it were to church', - ha. ha. ha. - youll excuse me. Ma’am, but, really. 
I never could conquer my fear of a parson; - lia, ha, ha, - really, a les, 
I beg your pardon, for being so rude, but 1 can t help laughing or my 
lifer 

And later: 

About ten o’clock. Mr Smith having chosen a box in a very con¬ 
spicuous place, we all went to supper. Much fault was found vit i 
every thin g that was ordered, though not a morsel of anything 'sas 
left; and the dearness of provisions, with conjectures upon what protit 
was nude by them, supplied discourse during the whole meal. 

Evelina was a prodigious success when it first appeared, and very 
properly so. She caught in the lens of her malice .ill the London ot lier 
day that was fashionable or aspired to fashion. While sl)e‘ retnaim 
within her range- that part of a novelist’s toul experience of htc that 
fructifies his imagination - she could do nothing wrong. But kt 
range was limited, and when she goes outside it wc .ire aware ot a 
crudity the more glaring because of her brUli.incc ui other directions. 


p 6 THE ENGLISH NOVEL 

It was, for instance, a fatal mistake to attempt to fuse Smollett with 
Fielding and Richardson; in such scenes as tlie hold-up of Evelina’s 
motlicr, tiresome as she is, by the pretended highwaj-men, with the 
loss of her wig in the ditcli, or the race between the two old crones, 

one is conscious now only of embarrassment. 

If Fanny Burney has been overrated, Mrs Charlotte Smith has 
been penistcntly underrated. In particular. The Old Manor House 
remains a most respectable work whose interest is more than his¬ 
torical. Published in 1793. « lacks few of the pre-occupations that 
distinguish the fiction of the last years of the century, but they arc all 
fused into an organic whole; a complete revolution of taste and 
feeling has occurred in wliich Mrs Smith is perfectly at home. She is, 
for instance, probably tlic first novelist to use descriptions of natural 
scenery as a matter of course, but she docs not use them merely for 
decoration or as backcloths; tlicy have an emotional relationship to 
the characters who move through them. Similarly, she incorporated 
into her work a sense of history. From the comments of some Utcrary 
liistorians one might think tliat The Old Manor House was a Gothic 
novel. Her manor house is of some antiquity, rapidly falling into 
decay and believed to be haunted, but the only ghosts, as is made 
clear early in the story, are smugglers who exploit the ill-repute 
of the house for their own purposes. Of course Mrs Smith deUghts in 
romantic properties, deserted chapels, old cellars, family portraits, 
tapestries, armour, and so on; but they are all used to further the 
development of the story and arc subordinated to it. And the story is 
a good one, relevant to tlic situation of the times. Orlando, the hero, 
is "a young man of impoverished family compelled in the hope of 
becoming"her heir to dance attendance on liis great-aimt Miss Ray- 
land. an "old lady who lives in a fantasy world of family pride and 
great position. He falls in love svith the ward of Miss Rayland’s house¬ 
keeper, Mrs Lennard. a love he has to keep secret for fear of offending 
his aunt. Mrs Smith makes it quite clear that Miss Rayland’s is a 
f.intxsY world: power now resides with tlic new-rich — rich from 
industrial sources - who own the neighbouring estate. 

Neither Orlando nor Monimi-i, the girl he loves, has much Ufc; 
but Miss Rayland is excellently drawn, and so too is Orlando’s father s 
false friend General Tracy, the ageing rou^, Orlando's sister, Isabella, 
whom the General hopes first to seduce .and then decides to marry, has 
a vivacity and high-spiritedness akin to Mrs Inchbald’s Miss Milner. 
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Mrs Smith was scarcely a satirise, but her work ajid the characters in it 
spring from a considered point of view. There is, impheit in The Old 
Manor House, a body of ideas wliich gives the novel a real strength. 
Much less openly doctrinaire than Bage and Godwin, Mrs Smitli was 
all the same a radical; without in the least distortuig her fiction to 
propaganda ends, she was using it to embody her criticism of society. 
This is overt in the chapters in which Orbndo, a young officer, 
serves in America against the colonists; but it is impheit in her por¬ 
traits of Miss Rayland and General Tracy, and it is this tlut gives 
tlicm their power. They arc in their different ways specimens of a 
decaying society. At the same time, slic was a true novelist; she nc-ver 
allows her poUtical sympatliics to pervert these characters into figures 
of melodrama: Miss Rayland has in tlic end considerable pathetic 
dignity, and Tracy, thougli presented in terms of sober comedy, is 
never merely an object of ridicule. They are both solid creations. 

Then Mrs Smith lias great teclmical skill. She was an adept at tlie 
handling of large scenes of intrigue, at the placing of her characters 
in situations which must inevitably put them at cross-purposes one 
with another. So she builds up from one peak of interest to the next. 
And she wrote an admirable sober prose, with flashes of biting de¬ 
scriptive power, as in a phrase hkc ‘Her whole face was the colour of 
bad veal.’ It is odd that so good a novel should not have been 
reprinted since 1820. 

Mrs Ann Radcliffc’s best-known work. The MyshTics of Vdolpho, 
which has become almost the stock example of the Gothic novel, or 
the novel of horror, was published a year later th.'in I he Old M<>}ior 
House. In it we can see, without the slightest shadow of doubt, tlu- 
great change that had taken place in the novel, in its conception andi 
scope alike, and of tliat change Mrs Radcliffe’s Gothic horrors arc 
not the most importatit part. In her valuable document Notes 01. 
Writing a Novel’ in Collected Impressions, Elizabeth IJowen lias stated 
that the object of the novel is ‘tlie non-poetic statement of a poetic 
truth*. Fully to discni^agc llic implicotions of the cpii^r.iin wou 
quire many pages. Here it can only be noted that wliile the discription 
is recognizably true of an incrcasmg number of novels it is not trui. o . 
among others, those of the great cightccnth-ccntury writers: poetic 
truth was far from their end. It was. however, Mrs Radcliffe s. and her 
fiction is the first of a type now very' distinguished indeed. I do not 
t«can the thriller, though The Mysteries of Vdolpho was the first. 
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successful thriller. The novels I have in mind can best be indicated in a 
selection of examples, some more obvious than others: Great Ex¬ 
pectations (if one tliinks primarily of the early background of the 
Essex marshes and the house of Miss Havisham), the greater part of 
Hardy, almost any of William Faulkner’s novels, and Miss Bowen’s 
The House in Paris and The Heat of the Day. These noveb arc charac¬ 
terized by a peculiarly intense relationship between the characters and 
their immediate environments. Character and environment are im¬ 
pregnated each with die other. To some extent environment is, as it 
were, humanized; and the character liimsclf is as he is because of the 
environment and cannot be detached from it; it is a necessary 
element for Iiis existence, a special kind of air. The immediate en¬ 
vironment exists, even, in a symbolic relation to the character; diis is 
plain if one thinks of the decaying mansions in Faulkner’s novels. In 
other words, in such novels the ambience in which the characters 
move is as important as the characters themselves. 

Mrs Radclific, though not to the same extent or in so sophisticated a 
manner, uses her landscape and casde in this way. There are times in 
The A^ysterics of Udolpho when landscape seems merely to serve the 
purpose of a backclodi, when wc feel that we are being taken, with 
Emily, on a conducted tour of the Mediterranean littoral. But even 
then the background of scenery exists to feed Emily’s sensibility; it 
is material for her feeling. Judged conventionally, Mrs Radclilfc’s 
Emily is a dim enough cliaractcr; but she is adequate to her creator s 
purposes: she is incarnate sensibility, and her function in the novel 
is simply to feel, to feel die appropriate emotions of wonder, awe, and 
terror. From this point of view. The Mysteries of Udolpho may be 
considered as a machine for making the reader feel similar emotions. 
The Aipcs maritimes and castles in the Apennines, then, arc just as 
imponant, as much essential to the novel as a novel, as die characters 
who haunt diem. It is diis diat is new — new because it is successful 
for the first time — in die fiction of Mrs Radcliifc. In her work die 
cliaractcrs arc wholly subordinate to environment; it plays upon 
them, invades them, almost takes them over altogedicr. By com¬ 
parison with her, Richardson, Fielding, Smollett, Miss Burney play 
out their actions on bare boards. 

Wc must be careful liow w’e Judge Mrs Radcliffc. If wc look for 
character in die eighteenth-century sense, which is still the con¬ 
ventional sense, character obsers'ed and rendered from the outside, wc 
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shall be disappointed. We shall, in fact, find only one such character, 
Mme Montani, a scheming vulgar snob, who might almost have 
stepped out of the pages of Fanny Biinicy. Wc shall be disappointed, 
too, if wc go to The Mysteries of UJoIplio as an liistorical novel, noting 
from the first sentence of the book tliat tlic action of the book begins 
in Gascony in 1584. Mrs Radcliffc has merely set her action in a past 
conveniently remote; her characters arc of her own time, and she iias 
made no attempt to ‘get up’ her period or seek accuracy of detail. 
But these arc minor matters. She placed her story, a thriller, m a 
situation in time where it could appear to be not improbable. And her 
handling of the story is brilliant. She communicates a re.il sense of 
mystery, and her management of suspense is admirable. Slic che.us 
once or twice, by modem st.mdards, and she has been criticized for 
producing at the end rational explanations of what had appeared to be 
supernatural happenings. Here she had already anticipated the basis of 
logic without which the thriller cannot exist. Her influence \s'as 


enormous. M. G. Lewis, in The Me/iA’(1795), and Charles Maturin, 
m Mdmoth the Wanderer [iSzo), deriving also from German sources, 
defied the basis in logic of her novels and plunged headlong into the 
ghostly, the ghastly, and the supernatural; their aim the evocation of 
lorror only, Scott learned from her; and, it has been said, ‘the man 
that Lord Byron tried to be was the invention of Mrs Radchfle’. With 
^cr, indeed, we arc already plumb in the middle of the romantic 
movement; her half-ruined castles on perilous crags, with dungeon.'. 

encath, her mountains, seas, and forests, her monks and nuns, the 
embodiments of hooded superstition, her bandits, and her vill.hio, 
were to become in a matter of years part of the territory and inlubi- 

proper. And beyond the first romantics she points to 
ninctccnth-ccntury novelists and story-tellers who use, 
owever subtly, the supernatural, the psychic, and even morbid 
I^chological states in m;m, as well as to the great liost of crude 
t filler-writers of the present day. 

The last decade of the century was, in fact, distinguished by tlie 
^ccUcncc of the fiction it produced. Willi.im Godwin’s CaKh 
n/iaM« appeared the year after The Mysteries of I'delpho. It remains .i 
Work wliich reveals fresh facets to each new gem r.ition of rc.iders in 
me light of the preoccupations of the fiction of their own lime, 
odwin was a political pliilosophcr, and the hoKlness of conception 
Went to the writing of Political Justice did Godwin no liarm when 
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he turned to fiction. Indeed, the one impulse produced both the work 
of pliilosophy and the novel, and Godwin seems to have conceived 
Caleb {■ViUiams as a sort of fictional gloss on the earlier book. In a 
liiglily interesting preface to die edidon of 1832, reminiscent in many 
ways of Poe’s essay on tlie writing of‘The Raven*, he tells how he 
wrote die novel: 

I formed a conception of a book of fiedtious adventure that should 
in some way be distinguished by a very powerful interest. Pursuing 
iliis idea, I invented first the tliird volume of my talc, then the second, 
and last of all the first. I bent myself to die conception of a scries of 
adventures of flight and pursuit; the fugitive on perpetual apprehension 
of being overwhelmed with the worst calamities, and the pursuer, by 
liis ingenuity and resources, keeping his victim in a state of the most 
fearful alarm. ... I was next caUed upon to conceive a dramatic and 
impressive situation adequate to account for the impulse that the 
pursuer should feel, incessandy to alarm and harass his victim, with an 
inextinguishable resolution never to allow him the least interval of 
peace and security, Tliis I apprehended could best be affected by a 
secret murder, to the investigation of which the innocent victim should 
be impelled by an unconquerable spirit of curiosity ... 

So, by working backwards from the end, we come to the im¬ 
mediately arresting opening sentences: *My life has for several years 
been a theatre of calamity. I have been a mark for the vigilance of 
tyranny, and I could not escape. My fairest prospects liavc been 
blasted. My enemy has shown liimsclf inaccessible to entreaties, and 
untired in persecution. My fame, as well as my happiness, has been 
his victim.’ One may see alongside diis opening that of a novel written 
almost one hundred and fift}' years later, Brighton Rock: ‘Hale knew, 
before he had been in Brighton tluce hours, chat dtcy meant to mur¬ 
der Iiim.’ In Caleb li’ilHants Godwin w’as writing die prototype of 
what may be called the novel of pursuit, which is seen in its crudest 
form in the ‘cops versus robbers’ story and wliich achieves literary 
dignity in such works as The Piaster of Ballantrae and Graliam 
Greene’s Brighton Rock and The Poiocr and the Glory. And like Graham 
Greene, Godwin was using die conception of the pursuit symbolic- 
all)', His victim-hero. Caleb Williams, the victim equally of his 
insatiable curiosir)' and of his unrelenting pursuer, has happened to 
stumble upon die knowledge — or the half knowledge — that his 
employer, the noble-minded Falkland, is a murderer. But an unusual 
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murderer. As he confesses to Williams: ‘I am the fool of fame ... I am 
as much the fool of fame as ever. Though I be the blackest of villains, 
I will leave behind me a spotless and illustrious name. There is no 
crime so malignant, no scene of blood so horrible, in which that object 
cannot engage me.* And he continues, having admitted his guilt: 
‘Do you know what you have done? To gratify a foolislily inquisitive 
humour, you have sold yourself You shall continue in my service, 
but never share my affecrion. I will benefit you in respect of fortune, 
but 1 shall always hate you. If ever an unguarded word escape your 
lips, if ever you excite my jealousy or suspicion, expect to pay for it 
by your death or worse.’ 

When Williams attempts to escape from his bondage he is pursued 
and hounded by Falkland’s agents until he becomes a pariali in 
society, ‘completely’, as he says, ‘cut off from the whole human 
species’, by Falkland’s omnipresent macliinations. And when at the 
end he docs* turn die tables on Falkland, when Falkland is arraigned 
before his fellow justices and confesses his guilt, to throw himself in 
Williams’s arms and then die tlirec days later, it comes home to 
Williams that: ‘I have been his murderer. It was fit that he should 


praise my patience, who has fallen a victim, life and fame, to my 
precipitation! It would have been merciful in comparison if I had 
planted a dagger in his heart.’ 

In no novel of pursuit has the chase been more relentless or the 
atmosphere of persecution — for we arc always inside Williams’s 
noind — more claustrophobic. Godwin carried through his project 
with an intensity of im.igination di.it anticipates Poe. Put this is not 
all. Godwin believed he was presenting in symbolic terms the rel.uion 
between government and those who incur the enmity of govern- 


nicnt. But symbols, if they arc successful, transcend 
call their prose translations. If true symbols, tliey can never be reduced 
to what their creator beUeves they stand for. It is an index of C>odwin s 
successful use of symbol that the reader to-day, even though lie knows 
the connexion between the novel and Poliiudl Ju<iicc, may if he 
wishes see in his study of the hunter and the hunted who in the eml 
hud that their enmity is really love*, a profound symbolic rendering 
®fdie relation between God and man. Godwin had been brought up 
4 Calvinist, and dm fact has its importance in tlic genesis of Caleb 

WHIiatns. 
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trinaire’ novelists, tliough where he is concerned the term is a muH- 
nomer since, in Caleb IViUiams at any rate and also to a less degree in 
St Leon, he was writing from profounder impulses than the purely 
political. A doctrinaire novelist proper was Robert Bage, a Stafrbrd- 
shire paper-maker of thorough-going radical and French revolution¬ 
ary sympathies, as his best novel, Heritispron^, or Man As He Is Not 
(1796), shows. In a sense, widi Bage the class-war enters fiction, for 
Hertnspron^ is a completely intransigent attack on feudalism and the 
notion of aristocracy. Against the tyrannical, avaricious Lord Gron- 
dalc Bage pits ‘Man as he is not*, man, that is to say, as he scarcely 
existed at the time of writing (and one might add, never will exist), 
in tlic person of the completely virtuous, wholly rational Hermsprong 
who has been brought to recognize truth and tell it on all occasions 
by the noble redskins of North America. Hermsprong, a character 
inspired by Rousseau, is the criterion by which the civilization in 
which he finds himself is tested and found wanting. One cannot call 
liim a prig, for he is an ideal creation, carried through with genuine 
intellectual power and moral passion. What gives die novel its life 
to-day is Bage’s very real sardonic wit: Bage knew his Voltaire; and 
his novel is historically valuable because he takes us so well into the 
mind of the ‘Leftist’ of the time. As a novelist, however, Bage added 
nothing new to fiction. His plot is a perfeedy conventional eighteenth- 
century plot, and it is widi disappointment that the reader finally 
learns that Hermsprong himself is the true legitimate Lord Grondale. 



The Early Nineteenth Century : 
The First Generation 


I 

Significant changes, new directions, in literature arc rarely so 
obliging as to coincide in their appearance witli such convenient 
points in time as the turn of a century. The year 1800, however, is a 
date of the first importance in the history of English fiction, indeed of 
world fiction, for in tliat year Maria Edgewortli published her short 
novel Castle Rackrent. Not her first book, it was her first work of 
fiction proper, and had she written notlxing else, P. H. Newby s 
suggestive remark, in his admirable little book on her, would still hold 
good: ‘Whereas Jane Austen was so much the better novelist Maria 
Edgeworth may be the more important.’ The judgement needs ex¬ 
panding before it makes sense, but Maria Edgeworth herself w’as 
nearly a great novelist, and her purely liistorical importance must not 
blind us to the positive merit of her own achievement. 

Miss Edgeworth occupied new territory for the novel. Before 
her, except when London was tlic scene, the locale of our fiction had 
been generalized, conventionalized. Outside London and Bath, die 
cightccnth-ccntury novelist rarely had a sense of place; the back¬ 
ground of his fiction is as bare of scenery almost as an Elizabethan 
play; and when landscape came in for its own sake, with Mrs Kad- 
cliffe, it was there not because it was a specific landscape but bcc.iusc 
it was a romantic one. Maria Edgeworth gave fiction a local habita¬ 
tion and a name. And she did more than this; she perceived the 
relation between the local habitation and the people w’ho dwell in it. 
Slic invented, in other words, the regional novel, in whicli the very 
nature of the novelist’s charaaers is conditioned, receives its bias anc 
expression, from the fact diat they live in a countryside differentiated 

by a traditional way of Ufe from other countrysides. 

The region she discovered was Ireland, and, with Irelan , c 
Irish peasant. She was what would now be called Anglo-Irish, one of 
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the ruling class, and she is the first of a long line of Anglo-Irish 
novelists who have exploited the humours of the Irish peasantry and 
its relation to the big house: Lover, Lever, Somerville and Ross 
were her literary descendants. But her influence goes far beyond this, 
as we may reali^ when wc consider how many of the world s great 
novelists, from Scott through Flaubert to Mauriac, are regional 
novelists. Scott made no secret of Iiis debt to her; his aim in fiction, 
as he said in the postscript to (Vat'crlcy, was ‘in some distant degree 
to emulate the admirable Irish portraits drawn by Miss Edgeworth’, 
and when we read tliese words we have to remember how enormous 
was Scott’s influence on die novel throughout the western world. 
But her direct influence goes even beyond Scott. Turgenev is said to 
have stated that he was ‘an unconscious disciple of Miss Edgeworth in 
setting out on Iiis literary career*. 

The originality of Maria Edgeworth’s contribution to the novel is 
apparent as soon as one begins to read Castle RacUrent, short as it is. 
It is not so important, perhaps, that in it she wrote the first of all 
‘saga’ novels, tracii^g the history of a family through several genera¬ 
tions. What matters much more is die way in which the history of 
the Rackrent family, who are Irish landowners, is told. The story is 
narrated in die first person by old Thady, a peasant who is the ancient 
retainer of the family. So wc have at once a family history and a vivid 
self-portrait of an old man, simple, shrewd, possessed of native 
dic^nity, told in Iiis own language, which, though naturally a literary 
version, is close enough to Irish peasant speech to retain die illusion 
of authenticity. And Thady is a delightful character, rich in what we 
now diink of as typically Irish humour, the more beguiling because 
it is unconscious. An example is his comment on die death of Sir 
Patrick Rackrent: 

The whole country rang with Iiis praises. Happy the man who could 
but get a sight of the hearse! But who’d have diought it? Just as all was 
going on right, tlirough his own to\^^l dicy were passing, when the 
body was seized for debt. 

At the same time, through Thady’s voice, dicrc is simiraed up the 
whole social history' of a country over four generations. Castle Raci^ 
rvtu is a very considerable work of art in fiction, and how remarkable 
Maria Edgcwortli was as an iimovator in this novel wc may probably 
best estimate at this point in time by setting beside it a novel that 
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did a comparable job for its own national literature eighty years 
later: Mark Twain’s Hticklcberry Fiun, the novel that freed American 
fiction from the domination of specifically English literature. 

Miss Edgeworth wrote other excellent novels, and in its different 
way The Absentee seems to me no less remarkable than Castle Rack- 
rent, though its weaknesses arc more evident because the canvas is so 
much tlie vaster. To read The Absentee is to appreciate how very real 
the effect of Miss Edgewortli may have been on T urgenev, for, in one 
respect at any rate, we feel, as we read it, tliat we arc in a world sur¬ 
prisingly similar to that of much nineteenth-century Russian fiction. 
The novel opens in London - and it might also as e.isily be Moscow 
or St Petersburg. There is Lady Clonbrony, the wife of an absentee 
Irish peer, busily at work striving to stake a claim to a position for 
herself in fasliionable society, pervcrtuig Iier native Irish good liumour 
and simplicity into a comic parody of English aristocratic manners 
and bcluviour; a figure of fun to die ladies who Hock to lier balls and 
routs; a source of endless expense to her weak-willed husband, whose 
Irish estates must be mortgaged to enable her to keep her foothold 
in die great world, and whose tenants must be fleeced and screwed for 
ready money to keep the usurers at bay. Lord aiul Lady Clonbrony 
might be landowners from a remote province in a Russi.in novel who 
have at last got to Moscow. For in The Maria Edgeworth 

had seized upon the essential situation of her country at the time of 
writing: the absence ©fits landowners in England and the strangleliold 
their agents had on a helpless pc.isantry. And when we visit Ireland 
in the company of Lord Colambrc, the Clonbronys son, whose aim 
it is to induce his parents to return to their native kind and take up 
their proper duties there, we might be in nineteeniii-century Russia, 
in that world of secjuestcrcd petty laiidowiiers, tiilcur.dl\ almost 
indistinguishable from dieir peasants, among whom every kind of 
eccentricity flourished. 

The Absentee, then, has a theme th.al was of the liighcst importance 
In its day, and it is bodied forth in a set of admirable characters. 
Maria Edgeworth had a most ciivkablc gift of creating cliaracters in 
the round, characters that seem, for much of the time at Ic.ist, to 
exist independently of llieir author. Had she .allowed them to c.xist 
independently of her all the time slic would truly have been a great 
novelist. There is Lady Clonbrony, for instance, an object of coiiicmpt 
to her guests, an object of pity to her son; she has dedic.itcd her life. 
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one might say, to making hcrscir ridiculous. And she is ridiculous. 
But she is somcthhig else. too. Wc sec why she is a figure of fiin, but 
\vc are never deluded into believing that he is only a figure of fun. 
She is also a suffering woman, and her sufferings are no less real be¬ 
cause they endured for an luiworthy end. Her maid, Mrs Petito, is no 
less striking in her way, tliough she is presented from one angle only, 
seen always in terms of ironical comedy. But listen to her as she 
thinks aloud: 

‘It will do very well, never niiiid,* repeated Petite, muttering to 
herself as she looked after the ladies wliilst they ran downstairs. ‘1 can’t 
abide to dress any young lady who says never mind, and it ^vilI do very 
well. That, and her never talking to one confidentially, or trusting one 
with the least bit of her secrets, is the thing I can’t put up with from 
Miss Nigent; and Miss Broadhurst holding die pins to me, as much to 
say, do your business, Petito, and don’t talk. Now, that s so impertinent, 
as if one wasn’t the same flesh and blood, and had not as good a 
right to talk of everything, and hear of everything, as tlicmsclves. .^d 
Mrs Broadhurst, too, cabinet councilling witli my lady, and pursing 
up her city mouth, when I come in, and turning off the discourse to 
snuff, forsoodi, as if I was an ignoramus, to tliink they closeted them¬ 
selves to talk of snuff. Now, I tliink a lady of quality’s woman has as 
good a right to be trusted with her lady’s secrets as with her jewels, 
and if my Lady Clonbrony svas a real lady ofquabty, she d know that, 
and consider die one as much my paraphcnialia as the other. So I shall 
tell my lady tonight, as I always do w'hcn she vexes me, that I never 
Uved in an Irish family before, and don’t know the ways of it. Then 
she’ll tell me she was bom in Hoxfordsbirc; then I shall say, with my 
saucy look, “Oh. was you, my lady? I always forget that you was aii 
Englishwoman.” Then maybe she’U say, “forget! you forget yourself 
strangely, Petito.” Then I shall say, with a great deal of dignity, “If your 
ladyship thinks so, my lady. I’d better go.” And I'd desire no belter 
than dial she would take me at my word, for my Lady Dashfort’s is a 
much better place, I’m told, and she's dying to have me, I know.* 

In such a soliloquy as this we arc not far away from the great 
self-isolated, continually scIf-communing characters of Dickens; and 
beyond them lies die triumphant figure of Marian Bloom. Petito is 
relatively a minor character in the novel, but whenever she appears 
we know diat her interminable monologue has flowed unceasingly 
in her absence from the stage. 

Maria Edgcwordi dramatizes her characters, and she is especially 
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good with die smaller ones, the peasants, the Irish gentlemen, and so 
on. Her failures arc instructive, for dicy sliow why with all her gifts 
she was less than a great noveUst. Lord Colainbrc and Grace Nugent, 
the hero and heroine, arc to the point here. Colambre js a verv pass¬ 
able attempt at a hero, for after Fielding and until we come to 
Meredith the great EngUsh novelists generally iail with their heroes. 
That he gets by is shown by our horror at lus bcliaviour towards 
Grace Nugent, whom he loves, liis renunciation of her when he 
beUeves he has discovered that she is illegitimate and therefore, as he 
theorizes, that she must have inherited her mother’s frailtv. We are 
even more horror-struck, since she is such a vivid characterization, 
when Grace herself admits the justice of his bcliaviour. For Grace is a 
young woman of high pride, vigorous common sense, and a down¬ 
right, flasliing wit, who is not at all taken in by the fislnonable world. 
Yet, when Miss Edgeworth requires it, she is made to behave entirely 
out of character. 

Miss Edgeworth’s cliaracters are free, up to a point; but the\ are 
still tethered to their creator. The rope may be a long one, but they 
are tugged to conformity all the same. Mis> Edgeworth was cs'.entialK- 
a didactic writer for whom the virtue of the novel was th.at it was a 
particularly graphic form of tract. Fiction w.is an ai<,l to education, 
and Miss Edgeworth’s tiicories of luiniati nature and right bcliaviour 
trip her up as a noveUst. Tliis is most apparent in her English novels. 
In the Irish ones she is writing much more of wliat she knows at first 
^^d, writing with her eye on the object. How lier educational pre¬ 
occupations spoilt her as a novelist mav best be seen in Bchiiclii. 
Here she creates a woman, Lady Delacour, who, so long as slie is 
allowed to remain alive, is one of the great achievements ui English 
fiction. It is scarcely possible to praise her too higlil)', this bnlli.int 
society woman in whom tratredv. in the sliape of what slie thinks to 
^0 cancer of the breast, G;naws coiitimully. * Abroad she appeared ail 
life, spirit, and good humour - at home, listless, fretful, aiul melan- 
choly; she seemed like a spoiled actress oil the st.ige, over-stimulated 
by applause, and cxliausted by the exertions of supporting a fictitious 
character.’ She is a most striking conception, and rendered witli great 
|>rilliancc, a tragic heroine any novelist might have been proud to 
invent. But Miss Edgeworth’s Belinda gets to work on her, and 
tliough her brilliance is never whollv dimmed she ends as the 
incarnation of the domc'stic virtues. 
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Jane Auscen and Sir Walter Scott were bora within four years of 
each other, in 1775 and 1771 respectively, but though Jane Austen 
was admired in her lifetime, by no one more generously than by 
Scott himself, her fame, and her prestige as a writer - which is not 
quite the same thing as fame — were, compared witli tlie northern 
novelist’s, the flicker of a candle set against the illumination of a 
searclilighti While Miss Austen was delineating the restricted life of a 
provincial lady,^cott, taking eight hundred years of Scots, English, 
and French history as his province, was clianging the whole course 
of the novel throughout Europe. Indeed, he was the European 
novelist, as Byron was the poet, and a later generation of novelists, 
Balzac, Dumas, and the Russians among them, were to look back to 
him as to a fatlicr.^et Jane Austen, too, was a revolutionary, however 
unconsciously, and few of tlie changes in critical opinion of this 
centur)' would surprise tlie critic of a hundred years ago more than 
the comparatively sudden rise in her reputation and tlie equally sud¬ 
den fall in Scott’s. The rise and the fall arc intimately connected; both 
arc manifestations of a radical change, wliich first came to conscious¬ 
ness in Enghuid in tlic seventies and eighties of the last century, in 
their attitude towards die novel first of novelists themselves, then of 
critics, and in turn of an increasing number of readcrsl It is in the light 
of tliis cliange that wc sec Jane Austen as a modem novelist as wc do 
not Scott. The nature of the change may be indicated in a remark 
Robert Liddell makes on Miss Compton-Bumett in his A Treatise cn 
the Not'd. Miss Compton-Burnetc, he says, ‘is writing the pure novel, 
as Jane Austen did, concentrating upon Imman beings and their 
mutual reactions.’ The pure novel: it is not a concept that would have 
meant anytliing to Scott, and Miss Austen herself had heard of no 
such diing. 

The writer of tlie pure novel sets out to delight us not by pro¬ 
digality of invention, the creation of a large gallery of characters, the 
alternation of a large number of contrasted scenes, but by attention to 
the formal qualities of composition, to design, to die subordination of 
die parts to the whole, the whole being the exploration of the rcladoDS 
between his characters or of their relations to a central situation or 
theme. What we m.iy call the pure novelist’s criticism of life is an 
aspect of his design, his composition; indeed, in a very' real sense it is 
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the formal ordcrmg of his material that constitutes Iiis criticism of 
hfe. 

Pure art of any kind has its dangers; it may degenerate into an 
over-preoccupation with techmques at tlie expense of the human 
quahty of the content. It tends always to the abstract, and to the distor¬ 
tion of the reality of the artist’s material for the sake of the pattern 
imposed upon it. Some critics find tliis, for instance, in the work of 
enry James in his last phase. Readers who rejoice especially in the 
fioion of the great extraverts. Fielding, Balzac, Tolstov. coinmonly 
tmd an impoverisiiment when they turn to die work of the pure 
novelists. Perfection, however, which is what tlie pure novelist is 
alter, demands the recognition of severe limits. Dickens recognizes 
no hnuts at ali;(thc arc of Jane Austen is made possible precisely by the 

recognition of limits^ 

wliat she was doing? 
c ved, after all, before it was common for tlie novelist to regard 
im^ as an artist; she had no knowledge of the theories ol hccion 
Flaubert and Henry James were later to state. Slie knew exactly wh.it 
S IC was doing. Perfection is not obtained by blundering; and even 
* It were, to blunder into perfection in six consecutive works woukl 
I “||^®”“*'^ablc.|Miss Austen was a higlily sopliisticated artist. Tli.it 
icr e was retired is quite beside the point. Because lier subject- 
matter is in a wnse trivial — stated very supcrfici.illy, it is .iKvays a 
young woman s finding a husband - it must not blmd us to tlie fact 
"'hh Drjolmson, the most forthright moralist in Enghsli; 
^ t e authority which informs every sciiteiicc Johnson wrote, ili.it 
onty which comes, we feel, from vast experience of life, a ni.is- 
vc common sense and an integrity determined to face all tlie facts of 
without seeking refuge in illusion, is hers tooJ 
* Aust en was a moralist - an ciglitccntli-ceiiturv rnoralis r. In 
omc respects, she was tiie last and fineVt fiower of tliac cc*niiir\' at its 
qumtcsscntial. She had escaped entirely the infection of sensibility 

those qualities .ire m.itcTi.il only for her 
• 1C is never for one moment soft in any w.i\-; indeed, there is 
tuore intransjgcn^ ruthless novelist in the world. She knew lur 
^mits, and the violence and crude high-spirited horseplay of the first 
^jOVeutS of the Century are outside them. Yet tlie external approach 
fe'e^ '^‘'^‘^terized Fielding and Smollett and ni.ikes tlicin seem 1111- 
g to many modem readers, is hers all (he same; she may not 
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harass her stupid characters with practical jokes, as tlie older novelists 
did, but her verbal play witli them is at first no less shocking to those 
of us who were brought up on the pieties of humamtarianism. In 
Persuasion, the tcndcrcst of her novels, she can write: 

The real circumstances of this pathetic piece of family history were 
diat tlie Musgroves had had the ill fortune of a very troublesome hope¬ 
less son, and the good fortune to lose liim before he reached liis 
twentieth year; that he had been sent to sea because he was stupid and 
ujimanageablc on shore; diat he had been very litde cared for at any 
time by his family, diough quite as much as he deserved; seldom heard 
of, and scarcely at all regretted, when the intelligence of his death 
abroad had worked its way to Uppcrcross, nvo years before. 

Miss Austen is never angry widi her characters, but contempt for the 
silly and affected and stupid is constant in her work, and she found 
them die less funny the older she grew, for the tone of contempt 
becomes drier in each succeeding book. In Pride and Prejudice, Mr 
Collins and Lady dc Bourgh arc figures of fun, monstrous puppets of 
silliness and snobbery, to be elaborated and laughed at with some¬ 
thing like aftcction; Mrs Norris, in Alaiisjicld Park, and die Eltons, 
in Eninia, arc exposed in a withering scorn; dicy are comic, but in a 
way quite different from that of die earlier characters; and the dry 
scorn widi which they arc exposed is a moral comment. 

It was from the eighteenth-century novelists, who apart from 
Sterne were all moralists, diat Miss Austen derived her conception 
of tlie novel. She owed much to Richardson; die men slie admired 
most, Edward Bertram, Mr Knightlcy, even Darcy in Pride and 
PniiiJicc, arc Grandisonian figures. But she owed, I think, more to 
F-ieldiiig, Her novels represent a feminization of Fielding’s. The 
world thev show h.is undergone an enormous contraction, naturally 
cnoui^h; die range of vision is very much smaller, but the vision is 
also much more intense, revealing .a world composed not of l.argc 
movement .and broad sweeps but of minute particulars, die world of 
tlie parlour, the world of ladica* to which Tom Jones is not admitted 
or, if admitted, so much on liis best behaviour as to be imrccognizable; 
though in certain of Miss Austen’s lierouics I think we can recognize 
figures comparable and akin to Sopliia Western and Amelia, for all 
they arc drawn from a woman’s point of view. « 

In her own way, Miss Austen adapted and carried further Fielding’s 
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dramatic method of presenting action dirough a succession of short 
scenes in dialogue. Though keeping the right to comment, she relied 
more on dialogue; but, as with Fielding, the comment is not only 
direct but implicit in the turn of the sentence. Her fiction is as mucli 
steeped in irony, both in language and situation, as his. Both arc 
examples of the moralist as satirist. They dilfer, of course, in their 
notions of morals. It is not quite true that for Miss Austen mor.ils and 
manners are interchangeable, but the main emphasis in her work is 
on manners, which she sees as morals in microcosm. There are, of 
course, standards of reference implicit in Iscr novels by which manners 
are to be judged; and sometimes they arc explicit, as in Emma, with 
Mr Knightlcy’s ‘My Emma, docs not evcrytliing serve to prove more 
and more the beauty of truth and sincerity in all our de.ilings \\ itli 
each other?' or in the statement of values implicit in the following, 
from Mansjicid Park: 

The politeness wliich she had been brought up to practise as a duty 
made it impossible for her to escape; wlulc the want of that liighcr 
species of self-command, tliat just consideration of others, that know¬ 
ledge of her own heart, that principle of right which had not formed 
any essential part of her cduc-ation, made her miserable under it. 

These arc indeed the criteria by which Miss Austen judges her 
characters; self-command, just consideration of others, knowledge of 
the heart, and a principle of right derived from education. In hlns 
Austen's world the errors and follies of the young .arc alw.iys, in part 
at any rate, the result of faulty upbringing: bcliind the wickedness of 
Lydia Dennci in her elopement widi Wickliam lie the foolishness ot 
her mother and the irresponsibility of her father. Miss Austen traces 
the consequences of the lack of these qualities in characters set in as 
completely detailed a world as has been created in fiction. There is .a 
whole larger world outside it of wliich she says nothing, but th.it iloes 
not invalidate the world she lias made. The scope ot lu r .art is not in 
fact lessened by her ignoring of the major events in the history of lier 
time: the reality of her world would not have been in any way in¬ 
tensified liad she dragged in references to the N.ipoleonie W.irs or to 
tile Industrial Revolution. Her world is self-contained, but the larger 
<^ontcxt is supplied by her continual awareness and strutiny ot the 
Values that govern the one slic creates. It is by modem st.indards a 
^tighly formalized world with an elaborate and Subtle class-structure 
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and a fairly rigid code of behaviour, a code of behaviour plainly in- • 
comprclK-nsible to many modern readers. Why, for instance, was it so 
wrong for tlic young Bertrams to perform a play in tlicir father’s 
absence? To answer the question would be almost to write a book 
on the period; but unless the reader accepts Miss Austen’s point of 
view and sees that, within tlic setting of die time, it was wrong, he can 
get notliing out oC A-Iansjii hl Park. If he docs accept it, he will realize 
that the incident, trivial as it may seem to liim now if abstracted from 
its setting, is symbolic of all deviations from an agreed code of man¬ 
ners, and he will realize that one of the factors that make Miss Austen 
the gre.u novelise she is is just diis undeviadng scrutiny of behaviour. 
And lie will realize somctliing more: she is so constandy right in her 
judgements of the characters ;md events in the small world she created 
tliat we are convinced that she would be equally right on characters 
aiul events in the larger world outside. 

In manv waN’s, because her scope is restricted in its material, more 
can be learned from Miss Austen about the nature of the novel than 
from almost any other writer. Mbs Austen is praised for her delinea¬ 
tion of character, and it is superb in its excellence; but one has only 
to read her to sec the limitations ofdiosc cridcs who judge a novelist 
solel)- in terms of tlie ability to create character; for what gives her 
cliaractcrs their v.iUio, what in tlie decjicst sense ‘makes’ diem, is 
that it is tlirough liiem that their author expresses a discriminated 
view of life, a higlily serious criticism of life expressed in terms of 
comedy. 

C:omeJ)- deals with the conHict between illusion .and realira”. 
‘Know thyself!’ is the imperative of every comic writer. Miss Austen 
bcL-an to write as a child and wrote nil her lile. In her first novels, 
.sVmsi- aitJ Sinsihility and Xorihaiii^ir Abbey (for Pride and Prejudice, 
tliougli writtcJi in a first version more or less at tlie same time as those, 
!i.id probably been workedover again and again before its publication 
in 1S13), the source of lier comedy is csscnd.ally the contusion in an 
inunaturo mind between literature and life. Thence she proceeds, in 
Ikt later novels, to the dissection .uid exposure ot die more normal 
thllics and illusions of mankind. It would be idle to arrange dicsc 
novels in anv order ot merit. Sense and Sensibility is generally con¬ 
sidered inferior to the others; but the second chapter, in which Mr 
aiul Mrs John l'>.vshwood discuss how dicv may best fulfil the former s 
promise to his dead father to provide tor his widowed mother and his 


THB EARLY NINETEENTH CENTURY II3 

sisters and, beginning by tliinking of giving them tlircc cliousand 
pounds, end by deciding that their kinsmen’s wants will be so small 
that they will need no tiling at all except presents of fish and game 
when in se^n, is one of the high points of Miss Austen's corned)-. 
It is a dazzling example oflier dialogue, her economy of writing, and 
her power of making her characters expose themselves in their own 
words, so that we know them dirougli and tlirough and can imagine 
them in situations she has never described. 

The most popular of her novels has always been Priiic and Prejudice, 
because of the brilliant creation of Elizabeth Bcmiett, a heroine as 
witty as she is charming. Yet those most attached to Miss Austen’s 
novels have usually preferred die later ones, Mansfield Parh, Ewina, 
and Persuasion, which were written after an interval of more tlun 
ten years. During diat long silence, the reason for whicli we do not 
fTc mind grew graver; it is as tiiougli slic could 

I U f Z! irresponsibility, silliness, the individual’s 

0 knowledge of liimsclf no longer merely fiumy; more and 
more as she rc^alized their consequences dioy became contemptible, 
even hateful to her. The expression of tJiis contempt, of this hatred, 
u a ways controlled, and presented in comic terms; but it is there, 
^ tic comedy is more than ever the veliicle of moral judgemciir. 
r ®^ett is rightly among the most admired characters in Pride and 

would be impossible in any of the later novels; there 

a gs as a fadicr would liave been much more severely dealt 
With. 

In a sense, Miss Austen became concerned with justice, .and lier eye 
of reality became even more acute. This is what makes 
nspe Park so fascinating and so satisfying. Miss Austen’s titles 
c always strictly relevant to the novels, and Mansfield Park is a 
of Tk hilubitants of the house of that name, the country place 
^ ornas Bertram, Bart, the values they live by, and the con- 
qucnces o tliosc values. TJic central cliaractcr is Panny Price, who 
0 represents right beliaviour. Miss Austen ’s own values. Her 
ni * Bertram household is ambiguous. Lady Bertram’s 

cv k!Ll poor relation in permanent residence, at 

£1^^ j beck and call and licedcd by none except her cousin 
^^mun , Sir TJiomas s second son, wlio, destined ft)r tlie tluirch, 
ita^*^ * clergyman before the novel is ended. It is Fanny alone who 
i out against the plans to stage a play at Mansfield Park while 
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Sir Thomas is away in the West Indies. She has no power to prevent 
tlicir being put into effect, but her right principles on this subject 
arc themselves enough to expose tlie pretensions of her odious aunt 
Norris, who masks meanness and selfishness with a constant display of 
concern for the welfare of Sir Bertram’s children and persecutes 
Fanny with the constant reminder tliat she is where she is by Sir 
Bertram’s charity'. It is from the decision to stage the play. Lovers" 
rou’s, and the preparation for its production, into which Mrs Norris 
throws herself wliolc-hcartcdly. that the consequences that compose 
the action of the novel flow: the seduction of the elder married 
Bertram daughter, Maria, by the brilliant Hcnr>' Crawfford; tlie elope¬ 
ment of the younger daughter Julia with Yates; and the entanglement 
of Edmund, whom Fanny has always secretly loved, with Mary 
Crawford. Dante defines comedy as ‘a series of liarsh compUcatiom 
having a prosperous conclusion’, and tliat will stand for Miss Austen s 
comedy: the end of Maiisfn-U Park is prosperous enough, with Fanny 
married to Edmund, Mr^ Norris discredited. Sic Thomas convinced 
of his inadequacies as a father, and liis elder son a reformed character. 
Justice has been done; but though we know the end will be prosperous 
for Fanny, as we read the novel it seems touch and go. 

Miss Austen has been criticized for suggesting that if Henry Craw¬ 
ford, who, intending merely to play widi Fanny, falls seriously in 
love with her, had persevered in his suit, he would have won her. 
The criticism in my view is beside the point. One of tlie great merits 
of Park is just this creation of Henry Crawford and his 

sister Marv’. They arc a brilliant couple, and tliey dazzle the Bertrams 
as they dazzle us. Mary is as seriously attracted to Edmund, for all her 
scorn of clergymen, whom she sees as a kind of upper servant in the 
old cightccnth-ccntur>’ way, as Henry is to Fanny. And Miss Austen 
concedes them much: wnt, elegance, the power to please, good¬ 
ness of heart, even the ability to see what is right. Their failure is a 
failure of character; owing to their education they lack the principles 
that would enable them to follow the right. Heniy loses Fanny be¬ 
cause he cannot resist the momentar)' temptation to test his sexual 
power over Maria; and Mar\- loses Edmund because of tlie flippancy 
with which she rc.acts to her brother’s elopement with MarLa. 

Miss Austen’s sense of reality is nowhere more evident than in her 
account of Fanny’s visit to her parents’ home at Portsmouth after an 
absence of more than ten years. F.anny goes home with all the longing 
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in the world to see her mother. She finds herself in an atmosplicre of 
feckless and squalid poverty. Tlie whole passage is a masterpiece of 
realistic writing, and shows what Miss Austen could have done if she 
had not dedicated herself to comedy of manners. ‘Home’ is a con¬ 
tinual exacerbation of Fanny’s sensibility; indeed, it is not home at 
all; the home she had dreamed of is exposed as a sentimental notion. 

The living in incessant noise was, to a frame and temper delicate and 
nervous like Fanny’s, an evil which no superadded elegance or harmony 
could have entirely atoned for. It was the greatest misery of all. At 
Mansfield no sounds of contention, no raised voice, no abrupt bursts, 
no tread of violence, was ever heard; all proceeded in a regular course 
of cheerful orderliness; everybody had their due importance; every¬ 
body’s feelings were consulted. If tenderness could ever be supposed 
wanting, good sense and good breeding supplied its place; and $0 to 
the little irritations sometimes introduced by Aunt Norris, they were 
short, they were trifling, tliey were as a drop of water to the ocean, 
compared with the ceaseless tumult of her present abode. Here every¬ 
body was noisy, every voice was loud (excepting, perhaps, her mother s 
which resembled the soft monotony of Lady Bertrams, only \Norn 
into frctfulncss). Whatever was wanted was hallooed for, oikI the 
servants lialloocd out their excuses from the kitchen. The doors were 
in constant banging, the stairs were never at rest, nothing was done 
without a clatter, nobody sat still, and nobody could command atten¬ 
tion when they spoke. 

We arc not made to feel that Fanny’s sojourn at Mansfield has made 
her a snob or asliamcd of her family, but simply that she is seeing the 
situation as it is, facing the facts, as she faces the facts about )ht 
mother; ‘She might have made just as good a woman of consequence 
^ Lady Bertram, but Mrs Norris would have been a more rcspectal le 
mother of nine cliildren on a small income.* liic comment, iiui- 
dcntally, is a striking instance of Miss Austen’s fairness to her charac¬ 
ters: she created no figure more unple.asanc than Mrs Norris, with lur 
continual busybody nagging of Fanny and obsequiousness toware.s 
the Bertrams, yet Miss Austen will not let less th.aii justice oe done 
to her, 

Fanny’s discovery of the tcurli about her parents houseliold is, 
then, a step forward in her knowledge of lierselt. Hie attainment o 
self-knowledge on the part of the heroine is always part ot Mi^s 
Austen’s theme; indeed, goodness in her w orld may almost be equated 
with the capacity for self-knowledge. In hmnto, the whole subject is 
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the heroine’s painful Jiscovcn' of the truth about herself the gradual 
stripping of herself of iUusion. Miss Austen places Enuna for us in her 

very first paragraphs: 

Emma Woodhousc. handsome, clever, and rich, with a comfortable 

Immc and happy disposition seemed to unite some of 

of existence: and had hved nearly twenty-one years m the ssorld ^^ath 

very little to distress or vex her ... ru,xriri.T 

Tl.c rc.l eviU, uutcoJ, of E.nn.a's simation were the 

rather too .otteh her otv,. wry, rod a disposmo.r to dunk “ J*" 

of l.erself; thctc were the disadvantages winch threatened aUoy to her 

many enjoyments. 

/'Emm.!, alwavs surpassingly confident of being right, is in fact 
.ilwavs embarrassingly wrong. Strong-wUleJ. spoilt, she conceives 
iKT dutv to set the world to rights. She takes as her friend not her 
equal m birtli and mtellcct. Jane Fairfax, but Harriet Smuh. an 
amiable, stupid mrl of ambiguous parentage. She persuades Harru 
tli.it her firmer-swcetheart. her equal in birth and superior m intel¬ 
ligence, is too lar below her to be acceptable, and encourages her to 
.o'pirc to the vicar, Mr Elton, only to discover to her indignation th.i 
her encouragement of the clergyman on her inend s be ha) has led 
Inm to aspire to her.clf. She then fancies that she and Frank Churchilk 
v.ho IS secretlv engaged toj.me Fairfax, are about to fall in lose sMt 
e.uh other and o'n no veal evidence at all decides Jane is m love 
sMih a married man. a suspicion she immediately communjeates to 
nuirchill. As soon as she realizes she is not m love with him she 
encourages Harriet to imagine that she is. but since she docs not 
.hvulge lus name, she merely succeeds, witiun.t knowmg it. m ma^ng 
tlie girl fall m love with .Mr Knightlcy. tlie friend and adviser of the 
Woodhousc fumlv who has long been in love 'V'di Enmia. In her 
P’e-isure m fmdmg she is not in love with Cdmrchill she flirts out- 
n-eouslv with him and, observing none ot the signs of his relation 
with ].me whieh are obvious to Knigbtley, brings Jane into misery 
and almost ruins the happiness of the .secretly engaged couple. Fina ly. 
the discoverv th.it she ll.is led H.irriet to fill in love with Kinghllev 
brings it home to her that she licrself is in love with him and he 

I he whole novel is coneeived in irony. It is the high pouit ot Miss 
Austen’s comedv; and Emma is at the centre, the most important 
Jiar.ieter; as hiizabetli Bennet in Pride and Prtjiiduc and Fanny 
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Price in MansJieU Park arc not. Yet, althougli tlie whole action of the 
novel is subordinated to Emma, it contains some of her best comic 
characters: Mr Woodhouse, the Eltons, Miss Bates. Incident.dly, 
Miss Bates, the garrulous, woolly-minded spinster, is an excellent 
example of Miss Austen’s use of the minor cliaractcr. Miss Bates 
rambles on, innocent and silly, almost in stream-of-consciousness 
fashion; but she rambles on to good purpose, rambles on dramatic¬ 
ally, in that what she says is not merely amusing in itself but furthers 
the course of the story by giving us information about other charac¬ 
ters and the whole background of die book. Indeed, Miss Bates is one 
of the devices by wliich her author creates the ambicnee of her 
fictitious town of Highbury, which is as convincing a town, with as 
convincing a population, as any in fiction. 

Miss Austen has often been attacked, usually on the lines of Char¬ 
lotte Bronte’s criticism: 


Anything like warmth or enthusiasm, anytliing energetic, poignant, 
heartfelt, is utterly out of place in commending these works: all such 
demonstrations the authoress would have met with a wcll-brcJ sneer, 
would have calmly scorned as outre or extravagant. She docs her busi¬ 
ness of delineating the surface of the lives of genteel English people 
curiously well. There is a Chinese fidelity, a miniature delicacy, in the 
painting. She ruffles her reader by nothing vehement, disturbs him by 
nothing profound. The passions arc perfectly unknown to her: she 
rejects even a speaking acquaintance with that stormy sisterhood. ... 
^^at secs keenly, speaks aptly, moves flexibly, it suits lier to study; 
but what throbs fast and full, though hidden, what the blood rushes 
wough, what is the unseen scat of life and Ihc sentient target of de.ith - 
diis Miss Austen ignores. 


Charlotte Bronte is really comp) .lining that Miss Austen is not, as slic 
crsclf Was, a romantic novelist. The close contemporary of the grcit 
romantic poets — Wordsworth was five years, Coleridge tlirce ye.irs 
older than she - Miss Austen was untouched by the romantic move¬ 
ment. This docs not mean that she was ignor.int of the power of feel¬ 
ing or that she despised it; it does mean that she believed it should be 
controlled and that in writing its expression shoultl be intellectual. 
Her affimtics were with Pope and thejolmson of 'J'hc Lirvs of the Poets. 

To-day, lady novelists of some wit and concision, who concern 
TOcmsclvcs with those aspects of upper-class life which can be viewed 
Otti the tea-table, are almost invariably compared by reviewers to 
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J.mc Aiistcn. It is very rare indeed that tliey have an) tliiug in common 
with her tough eighteenth-century mhid, her severity of values, her 
miraculous sense of form. Her influence is, rather, diffused and in¬ 
direct; she has become one of the permanent points of reference by 
whicli the achievements of other novelists are measured. 


3 

‘Scott is a novelist over wliom we shall violcntlv divide.’ Thus 

4 

E. M. Forster, in As\h-(Is of the Kovel: and if we want die ease against 
Scott we caimot do better tlian continue tlic quotation: 

He is seen to have a trivial mind and a heavy style. He cannot con¬ 
struct. He has neither artistic detachment nor passion, and how can a 
writer who is devoid of both, create characters who will move us 
deeply? Artistic detachment - perhaps it is priggish to ask for that. But 
passion - surely passion is lowbrow enough, and tliijik how all Scott’s 
laborious mountains and scooped-out glens and carefully ruined abbeys 
call out for passion, passion, and how it is never there! If he had passion 
he would be a great writer - no amount of clumsiness or artificiality 
would matter then. But he has only a temperate heart and genUcmanly 
feelings, and an intelligent affection for the countryside; and this is not 
basis enough for great novels. ... 

Forster concedes that Scott could tell a story - and then s) nopsizes 
The Aiiti.juiiry in order to show how badly Scott did so. 

Forster is putting the current view of Scott; and much of his 
c.ise must be admired: Scott will never again be the figure he was a 
centur)' ago. Yet much more remains to him tlian appears from 
Aspects of the Kovel, and wliat remains is not merely liis historical 
influence. That w.is enormous; one may say, quite simply, that he 
made the European novel and say something much more true than 
sucli sweeping generalizations normally arc. And his influence was 
not confined to fiction. Witliout being in die strict sense an liistorian, 
he revolutionized the writing of historv'. In religion, though not a 
religious man, he lay behind the Oxford Movement, as New'man 
himself said. 

But all that is irrelevant to Iiis present stature as a novelist: his 
continued greatness rests on quite other grounds. What his greatness 
consisted in we shall not see if we thmk of liim as primarily an his¬ 
torical novelist. This may appear a parado.x: it will seem less so when 
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^camt the art whxch gave us the Ccmerf.c l.u.ainc, an a.n-re historical 

only Lf a vast, actoiled p.aure of the author’s own tunes may be 

characters. This miv h/» c • ’ bves because of the 

Im b«t, but the charactOT^ Ihe^rp^ca “in^'th 

tive. The time is the first v« V "=^frative are irntruc- 

iSnorc. foe /ealt fha: be „1 

•'intself- there is liis father the LondM "’"1’ Osbadistone 

'here is Mr Osbadistone’s cle I Os! Then 

m terms of clerkliness We mo ’ k’’ "'''’“its svliolly 

Hell, the family s “' I ”7 77 ‘° 7 '» Osbaldistone 

h'-d, comurnl r;:^LnL ifHilde- 

“nce medieval times an cxiste,, 7 ‘^'“8'"* at all 

“'ing, drinking, sleeping. They^feTatrr ’‘'7,°7 

^osc members ofthe familv wh and Jacobites, and of 

'0 Pope and Pretender is the’key to loyalty 

«onc we meet tlic gardener An/ 7 1 ' Osbaldi- 

Sancho Panza to Frlk 7 ./^^ ? Partridge 

“ - astonishlg ^ >>-■ h"' - we first meet Inl 

■"“•npUtly becal of l Sumtessential peasant: he lives 

“P'ud. h Tfrev^li: 1V® r K • 

‘uccession. We encounter Hanoverian 

^““'“-Rob Roy his ,f "u Rave already 

of specific historic ;vlts ““ 'ho 
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There is no need further to pick out the characters of die novel. 

The point is that they are all rooted in die most palpable kinds of 

material reality, the reality of life shaped by the forces of liistory, or 

the rcaliti.’ of work, of traditional skills and professions. These realities 

give diem ^calic^^ And what is remarkable is that only in ver)’ rare 

instances are tliey Bat characters, extended Thcophrastean t)’pcs; 

generally they arc completely alive, capable of surprising us. How b 

tills? Pardy because of Scott's mtuitive insight into liistoric forces 

and traditional vocations; partly because of the intensity with whicli 

he realizes his characters through their speech. It b a commonplace of 

Scott criticism to say that he approached lib characters from the 

outside, presented, so to sav, the public view of tlicm; wliicli, after 

all, is vorv much what an historian like Macaulay did witli his charac- 
• ¥ 

tors; but Scott docs so widi such skilfully observed detail, he makes 
his personages so idiosimcratic, that we are always - or nearly alwavs, 
lor there were private emotions outside liis range altogether — able 
to infer their inner lives. 


Scott grasped, as no odier Englbh novelist has done, the organic 
rel.uiotisliips between man and man, man and place, man and socict)’, 
aPvi in.m aiul his past, the impersonal past of history. I le was enabled 
to do this partly because ho was writing of the past; he is dealing, in a 
sense, with lile as a finished thing, a completed process, and tliis b 
UTn.|uestionabl\-, tor all that it was die source ofniucli of his strengtJi, 
a weakness when Judged by the highest standards, those established, 
tor instance, by Tolstoy in II nr and PciKc. The comparison is not 
irrelevant, tor Scott, is one <st the great oaravert.s ot literature, 
like Tolstoy a in.ister ot tlie normal. On his lower level, liowcvcr, 


Scott was triumphantly successful. At his gre.itest, he was writing 
epic, and when one considers certain .spceilic passases, those great 
scenes of .iction such as the account of the ambu.sh in lioh Roy, the 
pitched battles ot Old .\/ert.j/i;y. or the storming ot the tolbooth in 
J Ih’ Hurt I'l .Midlothijit, <'nc si es immciliatelv what novelists like 


Tolstov and Stendh.il I'weil to liim. 


He achieved tragedy onlv twice, I think: in ilie two great short 
'feris in I lie (Jirottiilcs of ii;e I he Ilieliland il'idoii' and 

I f'.e / a'.' / )ref. rs. Botli arc instructive, for both are traisedios resulting 
troin ii.itional character as shapcvl by hi'toric circumstances, which 


.are shown .is ti'rces no less impersonal th.m 
.again, w lien w e read such a stor\ .is I he 


anything in Hardv. And 
I n\'' Drcl't'TS we con sec 
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what Scott meant to a later generation of European writers, to 
Merim^e, for example, with his wonderful Mateo Falcone. 

Looking back on Scott’s novels in memor)', at any rate on the 
Scottish ones, which arc his best, we tend to see them as one vast 
work; diey coalesce in the mind into one great epic picture; so that 
it is not always easy to remember the precise events of single novels, 
and characters like old Deans, Oldbuck, and the rest seem to exist 
side by side bound in the one frame. It is the sign tliat a world has been 
created and populated. It is also a sign that the author has been much 
more interested in creating cliaracters than in composing a formal 
work, wliich is as niucli as to say that, to the modem view, only half 
the novelist’s job has been done. Scott, in fact, was a great writer of 
fiction who was never a good novelist. He was doing something 
profoundly new in fiction, but he was hamstrung all the time as a 
novelist by using old methods. He took over the old complex plot of 
the eighteenth-century novelists, with its young hero on whom the 
thread of action is hung and its romantic love-interest. The great 
authority of Scott gave this kind of plot another half-century of life 
m the English novel, to its detriment, for of all our novelists Fielding 
alone has been able to use it to positive advanugc. Scott’s plot-work 
is poor, so that, reading liim, disappointment after the first half of the 
book is almost inevitable; the first Iialvcs of The Antiquary, Roh Roy, 
Old Mortality, Gwy Matinering, the first tlirce-quarters even of The 
Heart of Midlothian, arc superb - and then how mcchanicall)- their 
author solves the riddles he has perfunctorily set liimsclf. 

Scott knew tliis liimsclf. In liis introduaion to The Fortunes of 
he quota Dryden’s remark: ‘In short, sir, you are of opinion 
Wit ayes^ What the devil docs the plot signify, except to brine 
c things? But it brought in tilings that were not so fine, 
^g$ Scott knew nothing about and eared less. It made him set .u 

It ■ ^ r** factions the romantic hero and the romantic heroine. 

15 the fate of the romantic hero to be colourless, and perhaps Scott's 
no more so tlian Nicholas Nickleby; tl.c one hero who docs 
? * L ^ character is Ravenswood, in The Bride cfLanimer- 
_ 11’ j often pointed out, he lives as the dispossessed 

todttT^'iT^^ romantic lover. Scott fails whenever he .attempts 
a ffTMt roinantic or sexual love. We see him, rightly cnougi), as 

indeed, with Byron, the central figure in the 
Pcan romantic movement. But he was not romantic in Byron’s 
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way; passion was alien to him; he writes as a liard-headed, common- 
sense professional man, whose values arc tliose of a settled society 
traditionally ordained. Like Fielding and Jane Austen, he accepts the 
world. He faces life squarely and widiout illusions; he is bounded, 
willingly, by the restrictions and limitations society imposes upon the 
individual. One might almost say tliat, if the romantic is construed 
onlv in terms of sexual emotion, he was the great anti-romantic 
novelist. But he was anything but un.iwarc or contemptuous of the 
non-racional elements of life. He took over and refined die super¬ 
natural properties of Mrs Radcliffe’s Godiic novels, and at his most 
successful he rooted them in actuality. Two things made this possible: 
his conservatism and the fact diat he was a Scot. Whatever had existed 
in the past he approached with a sense of what can only be called 
pict)'. The past was hallowed because it was die past, and in the 
presence of what the past had sanctioned his own beliefs were 
irrelevant. Take, for instance, his description of Louis Xl’s adoration 
ot the images in iiis hat, in Quentin Dnrwood: Scott describes it soberly 
and factually; he calls it superstition, but lie docs not sneer, docs not 
laugh, he is content with detailed statement. This is his habitual 
attitude towards die ritual and ccrcmonv of the Catholic Church, and 
the very sobrietv of liis acceptance of a fonn of religion which he 
himself did not share came in the end to have a revolutionary force. 
Wliat had formerly seemed to the mass of his British readers pro¬ 
foundly alien, even monstrous, modes of worship were made to 
appear natural by liis acceptance of diem and his unheated accounts 
of them. The religious fanaticism of Calvinism and its resultant dis¬ 
tortion and intensification of character he accepted in die same way. 

Similarly with the supernatural at the folklore level. It is here diat 
tlic fact that he was a Scot is so important. He was able to tap a well of 
nationally chcrislied superstition, superstition still actual and opera¬ 
tive, and he expressed what he found in its own terms, bi many 
respects The Druic of Lannncrnwor is a farrago of traditionally Gothic 
and romantic properties. But consider the three ‘witches’ in die 
churchyard: 

y 

‘He is a frank n\an and a free-handed man, the Master/ said Annie 
Winnie, ‘and a comely personage - broad in the shouthers and narrow 
around the lungios. He wad make a bonoie corpse; I wad like to have 
the streaking and winding of him.* 

*It is writteti on his brow, Annie Winnie/ replied the octogenarian. 
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courage she is one of the great heroines of hetion. But Scott is as 
successful with his women cliaracters on a lower level. There is his 
vast gallery of peasant women, fishwives, old maids, tradesmen’s 
wives, servant-girls - Miss Bellendcn’s maid, in Old A/erta/iVy, 
Jenny Dennison, for example: it seems to me tliat no English novelist 
for many years to come was capable of so excellent a piece of 
humorous rc.ilism; when Scott is writing in his own language he is 
quite free of the Lahus tliat were already inhibiting novelists south of 
the border. He was a man of naturally conventional mind, but it was 
not a genteel mind, nor arc tlie minds of his characters, except when 
they speak genteel English. 

Scott’s attitude towards his characters, like his acceptance of the 
world in wliich he lived, is very much akin to Chaucer s. He has an 
ease, he conveys a feeling of being at home, in liis world, the whole of 
his world, tiiat is rare in English fiction. He accepted and rendered 
quite naturally the contrasts of class; as Bagehot, discussing Scott s 
treatment of the poor, says; ‘He sympatliizcs with their rough indus¬ 
try and plam joys or sorrows. He docs not fatigue himself or excite 
their wondering smile by tlicorctical plans of impossible relief. He 
makes the best of the life which is given, and by a sanguine sympathy 
makes it still better. A hard life many characters in Scott seem to 
lead; but he appreciates, and makes liis readers appreciate, the full 
value of natural feelings, plain thoughts, and applied sagacity.’ 

Again Scott appears as an anti-romantic. He is in fact a sturdy 
humorist, as writers must be who accept the world as he did. He 
delights in foible and idiosyncrasy, in the contrast between the 
character as he secs himself and as he actually is. The Antiquary is a 
good instance of this, in tlic character ot the antiqiury himself and 
in those of his sister .and of the snobbish, gullible Sir Arthur, with 
his coTistantlv str.iincd and yet almost parasitical relationship to the 
antiquary. All tliis is easy, natural, springing directly out of appre¬ 
ciation of diameter; the deliberate attempts at comedy, the gulling of 

Sir Arthur bv Doustcrswivel, are niucli less good and are indeed 

* ^ 

generally absurd. 

The crc.mi of Scott’s work lies in the fiction inspired by the life 
and history of his own country; Griy Rob Roy, The 

Antiquary, Old Mortality, The Heart of Midlothian, St Rotuvi's Well, 
and. for some things, The Bride of Lanimermoor. Writing of events, 
scenes and characters outside Scotland, he was cut oft from nine- 
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tenths of his power, though Qucnliu Duni’ard is still remarkable for 
its study of Louis XI and as a picture of tlic break-up of tlic feudal 
order in France. 

What one values in Scott is the great gallery of characters, char¬ 
acters shaped by an historic living past, moulded by die forces of 
religion and religious strife; heroic figures like Claverhouse, humor¬ 
ous delineations of eccentricity accreting round a hard core of 
common sense like Jonathan Oldbuck, portraits of fanaticism Ukc 
Balfour of Burley and old Deans, and all die long line of surely 
realized minor figures such as die Laird of Dumbiedikes and Sergeant 
Bothwell. Tlirough them the past of a countr)' comes to Ufc and is 
presented epically and humorously by turns. 

Scott is one of the great imperfect novelists, and Ids imperfections 
are exaedy those most offensive to present-day taste. His influence on 
later novelists in English was mainly bad. It was he, by gadicring a 
popular audience such as no novelist had had before, who made the 
novel respectable. Perhaps liis weaknesses had somctliing to do with 
that. At any rate, his weaknesses were more easily copied by liis 
successors than his virtues. He hardened writers like Dickens in the 
English preference for the arbitrary, complicated plot that Fielding 
took over from the theatre, and helped to establish unreal romantic 
heroes and heroines as a convention. His defects of form and liis 
artistic laziness became, as it were, authoritative in the novel for wo 
generations after him. It may have been part of the price the novel 
had to pay for becoming the popular literary art in Victorian England, 
but it is significant that the great European novelists did not follow 
him in this, and one suspects, looking at the achievement of Balzac, 
M6rimdc, and Tolstoy, that they understood Iiis real contribution to 
tlic growth of the novel better tlian did the English. 

4 

A consequence of Scott’s enormous popular success was that he 
made the Scottish novel itself possible. Though the greatest Scottish 
novelist of his time, Scott was not the only one; but Waverlcy had 
first to conquer the world — and Scotland — before publishers eveh in 
Edinburgh could believe that novels of Scottisli Ufe niiglit be worth¬ 
while commercial speculations. Wavirley was publislicd in 1814, but 
Susan Ferricr had praaically finished her novel Marriage tlirce years 
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earlier, and, having written The Annals of the Parish in 18x3, John 
Galt had been assured by Constable that tlicre was no market for 
Scottish fiction. The success of Miss Ferricr and Galt was tlicrcfore 
an index of die commercial success of Scott hims elf 

Susan Ferricr (1782—1854) is an instance of an admirable talent 
that scarcely took itself seriously enough. Marriage, published in 
1818, is t\’pical of the three novels she wrote. It is disconcerting in its 
mixture oi die completely conventional and die genuinely racy. On 
one side Miss Ferricr was a feminine, better-tempered Smollett, on 
the other a minor Maria Edgeworth at her most pcdagogically moral. 
The writer she bears absolutely no resemblance to, whatever some 
critics Iiavc w’rittcn, is Jane Austen. The genesis of Marriage may be 
seen in a letter Miss Ferricr wrote to a friend with whom she proposed 
to collaborate: ‘I do not recollect ever to have seen die sudden tran¬ 
sition of a high-bred English beauty, who thinks she can sacrifice all 
to love, to an uncomlortable sohtary Highland dwelling among tall 
red-haired sisters and grim-faced aunts. Don’t you diink diat would 
make a good opening of the piece?’ It docs indeed make a good open¬ 
ing. The first diapter, a discussion on marriage betsveen the silly and 
aliected young Lady JuUana and her worldly and tyrannical father 
Lord Courtland, is admirable, and so arc the scenes immediately 
following, of the acute discomfort of Lady Juliana, married to the 
disinherited second son of a Highland laird, at Glcnfcrn Castle. It 
is excellent fun; Miss Ferricr produces a scries of good-humoured 
grotesques of Highland ch.iracters; the tlircc aunts Miss Jackie, Miss 
Grizzic, and Miss Nicky, tlic old laird. Lady McLauglilin and Sir 
Sampson. There is no subtlety in this comedy of cross-purposes, in 
which Lady JuLi.ina’s sensibilities arc constantly being outraged bv tite 
homely crudities of life in die Highlands; it is die liigh-spiritcd ex¬ 
ploitation at the level of tarcc of a good comic idea, and it is carried 
out with gusto. But when in tlic course of time Lady Juliana’s twin 
dauglitcr Mary, who has been left behind in the Higlilands when her 
motlicr returns to fashionable society in London, joins her, the nature 
of the novel changes. Mar)- is now a girl in her teens, a creature of 
impossible virtue who knows always what is right, a shadow indeed 
of Miss Ldgeworth’s Belinda. It is not that Miss Perrier’s sharp eye for 
Silliness and affectation fail her, but dicv arc inoperative where Mary 
is concerned, and then Marriage becomes a perfeedy conventional, 
colourless novel. 



THE EARLY NINETEENTH CENTURY 


127 


There remain compensarions. There is a wond^ul scene of a 
gathering of literary ladies in Bath, in wliich the nature of Byron’s 
genius is ecstatically analysed. And there is, too, one charaacr of real 
acliievcmcnt, tlie gourmand Dr Redgill. It is tlic measure of Miss 
Perrier’s success with him that he can be imagined among Peacock’s 
gatherings of epicures, as when he discourses on the breakfasts of 
Scotland: 

But the breakfasts! That’s what redeems the land - and every' country 
has its own peculiar excellence. In Argyllsliirc you have the Lochfme 
herring - fat, luscious, and delicious, just out of the water, falling to 
pieces with its own richness - melting away like butter in your moutJj. 
In Aberdeenshire you have the Finnan h.addo’, with a flavour all its 
own, vastly relishing - Just salt enough to be without parcliing 

you up with tliirst. In Perthshire there is the Tay salmon, kippered, 
crisp, and juicy - a very magnificent morsel - a Icctlc heavy, but tliat’s 
easily counteracted by a tcaspoonful of the Atliolc wlaisky. In other 
places you have the exquisite mutton of the country, made into hams 
of a most delicate flavour; flour scones, soft and wlute; oat-cake, thin 
and crisp; marmalade and jams of every description; and - But 1 beg 
your pardon ! — your ladyship was upon tire subject of tliis young lady s 
health ... 

One of the excellent things about Miss Ferrier is die eigluccnth- 
century vigour wliich informs her delineation of manners. This is 
true also of Galt (1779-1839). Neidier indulged in anything like the 
savage comedy of Smollett, but tlicir approach to life was still that of 
the comic writer who lias liis eye firmly fixed on externals. Senti¬ 
mentality, whicli had already infected the English novel, and which 
was to bear quite nauseating offspring in the works of later nineteenth- 
century' Scottish writers, is absent from them. There is, instead. .i 
robust grasp of the facts of everyday reaUty and a raciness in the 
rendering of it that reminds us tliat we are much closer to the Scotland 
of Bums than to the Scotland of Sir Harry Lauder .and Sir James 
Barrie. Galt’s first novel, Annals of iftc Parish, is a good example of 
this. Its author set out apparently’ to write sonictliing ih.it would be a 
Scottish equivalent to The Vicar of IVahcfuIJ: he pro^luccd a very’ 
different book. Flis Rev. Mr Balwhidder has nothing of the charm of 
Dr Primrose, but he makes a most effective narrator of the novel, 
which is no less than the history of tlic events of his parish during liis 
wiinistry from liis ‘placing’ in 1760 to his retirement in 1810. Annals 
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of the Parish is aii early example of the chronicle novel, and while 
there is a number of characters more or less running through the book 
the real character is the parish of Dalmailing itselt. And here Galt s 
is still an outstanding performance, for we see, in considerable detail 
and year by vear, the change from a small, static country communit)' 
existing in isolation to a busy industrial town in the main stream ot the 
social and economic history of its time, widi cotton mills, Irish 
labourers. Jacobin workmen, a dissenting chapel, and even an Irish 
Catholic priest saving mass. It is tlie first novel I know in English of 
the impact ot the industrial revolution on a village community writ¬ 
ten more or less at tlic time it was happening. D.alnuiling is a living 
village, with vigorous inhabitants: Annals of the Parish cannot tail 
to impress as an authentic rendering of the lilc of its time. And the 
humour is uninliibitcd. An example is tlic account of die death ot Mr 
Cayenne, the fiery American loyaHst who has settled in the parish and 

cstablislicd his tirst mill there. 

* 

When I had been seated some time, the power was given him to 
raise his head as it were a-jee; and he looked at me wiUi the tail of his 
eye, which I saw was glittering and glassy. ‘Doctor.’ for he always 
called me doctor, though i am not of that degree, ‘1 am glad to see 
you,’ were his words, uttered with some difliculty. 

'1 low do you find yourself, sir?' I replied, in a sympathizing manner. 

■Damned bad.’ said he, as if I had been the c.ausc of his sulfering. I 
was daunted to the very heart to hear him in such an unregoneratc 
state; but after a short pause I addressed myself to him again, saying, 
tliat '1 hoped he w ould soon be more at case; and he should bear in 
mind ch.U the Lord chasteneth whom he loveth.’ 

‘The devil tal.e such love!’ was his awful answer, which was to me 
as a blow on the fi.rcliead with a mell. However. I was resolved to do 
my duty to the miserable sinner, let him say what he would. Accord¬ 
ingly. I stooped cowards him with my hands on my knees, and said, 
in a compassionate voice, ‘It’s very true. sir. that you arc in great 
agony; but the coodiicss ot Cod is without bound. 

Tairsc me if 1 thmk so. doctor,’ replied die dying uncircumcised 

bluhstinc. ... 

Within its limits, Annals of ihc Parish is scarcely to be pr.uscd too 
highlv. Much longer and more complex, The Entatl sufiers trom die 
arbitrary n.iture of the plot. But it is still a remarkable work. It U an 
early cx.implc of the Taga’ novel, covering three generations of the 



THE EARLY NINETEENTH CENTURY I29 

life of one family. What is especially interesting is Galt’s attitude 
towards liis story and characters. His theme is avarice and land- 
hunger, the efforts first of Claud Walldnshaw. and then of his tlurd 
son George to win back and increase the fkmily lands that have been 
lost to the famUy by their ancestor’s speculation in the Darien sclicmc 
To thh end. fatlier and son are prepared to sacrifice cver>- comidera- 
tion offarnUy feelmg. The comedy indeed is comedy of circumstance; 
nature, which includes human nature, cannot be regulated, even bv 
the most smgle-minded vice; and justice is done in the end. 

In this novel Galt mingles tragedy svith comedv. The virtuous or 
attractive charaaers are not much more than sdeb. but die sicious. 
the hypocnncal. the .miserly arc kicking with life. The idiot Wartic 
who is never quite such an idiot as it is to George’s advantage to 

splendid piece of comic wntmg - ia admirably done and is oannindv 
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behind him, and liis novels render that experience, with all its robust¬ 
ness, crudity, and horseplay, in plain terms. 

Much more interesting now is James Hogg’s The Private Memoirs 
and Confessions of a JustiJicd Shiner (1824,). This is a remarkable work 
by any standard, a novel probably only a Scot could have written, 
a most powerful criticbm of a r\'pc of religious fanaticism we may 
think characterbtically Scottish, at least in recent centuries. 

1 loug’s justified sinner, Robert Wringhim, b the spiritual descend¬ 
ant of the Calvinist fanatics of Scott, of such a character as Habbakuk 
Mucklewrath or MacBriar, in Old jMortality- He b justified because, 
having been assured that he b one of God’s elect, promised salvation 
uncondicionallv, as it were, he conceives himselt free from the normal 
mor.il restraints. In thb belief he is abetted by a mysterious )’oung 
man with whom at a first meeting he teels extraordinary sympadiy 
.and who encourages liim, witli arguments so persuasive as to be 
irresistible, to murder those whom the Lord h.is undoubtedly already 
damned and mav be thouglit to work against Hb power. The cliicf 
object of Wringhim’s persecution is hb halt-brother, the heir to iheb 
tatluT the Laird of n.ilca.stlc, wlio is in the end muidered. Wringhim 
succeeds to Ins estates, and as lie finds himself growing sceptical of hb 
triend’s good intentions towards liim finds himself .ilso more and more 
at iii> merc\ ; until, in a final effort to free himself from the m)'sterious 
\ouni: man's domination, he kills liimsclf. 

'I he nnsterious voung man is of course the devil, and it b doubtful 
wliether a more convincing representation of the power of evil exbts 
m our literature. As Andre Gidc has said: ‘1 he power diat sets him 
m action is .ilwavs of a psyeliological nature; in other words, always 
.idnussible. even by unbelievers. It is the exteriorized development 
of our own desires, of our pride, of our most secret thouglus.’ 

The novel is interesting technically. It b in two parts. The first 
i onsists of what might be called the public view of the slaying of the 
s ouiiLT Laird of Dalcasile, of Wrinuhim’s accession and hb curious 
behaviour afterwards; it presents a relation ot lact something in the 
manner «'f a detective story, with no solution at die end, tor Wring- 
hiin disappears as he b about to be arrested tor the murder of hb 
mother and is never seen again. 7 he second p.irt consists of lib own 
confession, an astonisliing self-exposure ot religious aberration and 
delusion. 

It seems to me quite certain diat Hogg conceived Ids novel as 
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sadrc; his own point of view is made plain in the story Wringhim’s 
servant tells him, by way of waniing. of the strange events that 
occtirrcd in the village of Auchicrmuchty, whose inhabitants were 
deceived by the devil in the guise of an extraordinarily powerful 
preacher. It is a brilliant story, briUiantly told; and it furdiers die dis¬ 
illusionment of Wringhim. But what is surprising is that, conceived 
as satire — Dorothy Bussy rightly pointed out to Gide the book's 
affinity with ‘Holy Willie’s Prayer’ - The Cottfcssioiis of a Justified 
Simer should have turned into a psychological document compared 
with which Stevenson’s Dr Jckyll and Mr Hyde is a crude moralitv. 

The Irish novelists of the time, who had found dieir exemplars in 
Maria Edgeworth and Scott, arc much less interesting. Their natural 
talents were smaller and their interpretation of life crude. They were 
folklorists rather dian novelists, and what is most valuable in their 
fiction exists at the level of personal reminiscence of peasant life and 
of the travel sketch. The work of the brothers Banim, the first series 
of whose O'Hara Tales appeared in 1825, is a good instance. Their 
fiction, judged as fiction, is conventional; the interest lies in the first¬ 
hand observation and rendering of life as they had seen it which fills 
up the interstices of the plot. Gerald Griffin’s The Collegians (1828) 
had fame in its ow'n day, indeed an extended fame since one of the 
most popular of Victorian melodramas. The Colleen Bawn, was based 
on it. It is almost unreadable now; garrulous, the working out of the 
plot buried beneath a mass of unsclected dct.ail, and with altogctlier 
too much scope given to the lotigneurs of the humour of comic Irish 
peasants. William Carleton w'as less preoccupied with comic Irish¬ 
men; even so, his most famous novel, Fardorougha the Miser, does not 
bear much examination. Dimly, in tliis story of a miser’s obsession 
and the brutal revenge wreaked upon him and his family by one of 
his victims, one discerns a real tragic impulse; but Carleton tells his 
story in tones of loquacious piety and horror, underscoring ever)' 
incident in the action with moral comment; and none of die charac¬ 
ters achieves much reality. 

Two Irish novelists achieved great popularity in Engl.uid, Samuel 
hover and Charles Lever, both for tlie same reason: tliey indulged 
their readers in the Englishman’s traditional self-complacent con¬ 
ception of the Irish and diings Irish. Seen in relation to the novel as it 
had existed since Richardson and as it was being written in Scotland 
^ England in theix time, their work represented degeneracy. Not 
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that they set out to be more than popular entertainers. Lover s HWy 
Andy needs no critical comment: it is meray a recounting of the 
farcical adventures of the comic Irish servant who had been a figmc 
on the London suge for a century and a half. Lever (1806-72) had 
rather more talent. In his way he was a professional. His attitude to 
liis work and his pubhc he summed up in his preface to Charles 

O'MaUey: 

Tlie success of Harry Lorrequer was the reason for writing Charles 
O’Mallcy. ... Tlic case with wliich I strung my stones together - and 
in reality The Confessions of Harry Lorrequer are little more tl^ a note¬ 
book of absurd and laughable situations - led me to beheve that I 
could draw on this vein of composition without any limit whatever. 1 
felt or thought I felt, an inexhaustible store of fun and buoyancy 
witiiin me. and I began to have a misty, half-confliscd impression that 
Englishmen generally laboured under a sad-coloured temperament, 
took depressmg views of hfe. and were proportionately grateful to 
anyone who would raUy them, even passingly, out of their despon¬ 
dency. and give tlicm a laugh without much trouble for gomg m 

search of it. 

Stories strung togctlier; ‘a notebook of absurd and laughable situa¬ 
tions’; Uver’s own w'ords describe his work. Harry Lorrequer and 
Charles 0 ’A/fl//cy arc essentially returns to the old rogue-stories 
suitably gelded for nincteentli-centur)' consumption. In each case the 
hero is a young Irish officer, feckless, poor, irresponsible, gallant; 
liis adventures among what he would call the fair sex, his duels, his 
practical jokes, and the practical jokes played on him, form the stuff 
of these novels. Charles O’Malley (1841) is much the better of the two 
and the character Major Monsoon, an attempt at a contemporary 
Falstaff, is not at all bad. The scenes at Waterloo retain tlicir interest. 
And from time to time, in the pictures of Ufe in the Army, of happy- 
go-lucky, drinking Irish gentlemen, one glimpses Lever’s relation to a 
very mucli greater novelist: it is as tliough one has been presented 
with the raw' material of some part of Thackeray s art. 


5 

Thomas Love Peacock (1785-1866) stands alone and apart not only 
from the novelists who were his contemporaries - and his ar«r 
overlapped Jane Austen’s at tlic one end and his son-in-bw Meredith s 
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s<^qucncc of Englisli novcUsts. 
He has been imitated but he lias never been seriously rivalled. His 

work exists m a purity his disciples have not been able to match - his 

hmits were narrow and strict, and to attempt to broaden them is 

Pc 7 coT contain. In his way 

Peacock acluevcd perfecnon, and more than once ^ 

Nothing is e^icr than to construe affinities as influences. Peacock’s 

- 'uT u"" Aristophanes. Lucian, Rabelais. He could con- 

We^n r" r of Tinvackum and 

7 { 7 '"‘ u not likely. Bkikc's sejmb 

Ati Island ,,, the Moon, he might have found in it anticipations of his 

h« only said that he was a satirist, a sadrist of a specific kind. In his 

L! u ° ^ "T appeared in 1837 of four of his novels 

j^cock notes that m some details they may appear to be dated, but 

phrenologists, transccn- 

ar^or’l^! - in all sciences, projectors in all 

vmonanes romantic enthusiasts, lovers of music, lovers 

for cve*t of good dinners, march, and will march 

douslv Liul! r'r mechanics, wliich some face- 

ously call the march of inteUcct. The fastidious in old wine arc a race 

still ea^.T violators of the confidences of private life 

mak!r< r hvelihood and an unenviable notoriety. Match- 

arc varictierol""'^^*!.' disappointed in love and in fricndslup. 

Right arc extant. The great principle of the 

thfarrav^f^ ** flourishing now as in the days of Maid Mari.m; 
ing ^Lr. "loral. political, and literary, is as impos- 

- 'heir effects, ^ind 

and win and political mountebanks continue, 

of the practise legerdemain under the 

cltLtbut l.is satire at tl.c.r 
good U * ^ of the censor or the moralist. Its end is lauglitcr, 

laughter .at that. As Friar John, in MaU 

Hie 

for notMnV^t”^ ^ 5°°^^ enough to be laughed at. though it be good 

else i* j r ’ though it be good for something 

' “ good for nothing better. 
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Peacock’s satire arises out of pure joy in the spectacle of the excesses 

to be satirized. . 

His first novel. Headlong Hall (1816), though not his best, is typical 

of all his satirical fiction. A miscellaneous gathering of intellectuals - 
pliilosophcrs, men of letters, scientists, a musician, a painter, a I^d- 
scape artist, and so on— gather for Christmas at Squire Headlong s in 
North Wales. They argue, cat and drink, dance, and in the end pair off 
widi tlie available young ladies and marry. The plot is as slight as 
possible, but it is an extremely efficient machine for providing the 
necessary’ minimum of action. The characters are intellectual types, or 
types of intellectuals: Mr Foster, the pcrfcctibilian, who believes 
that the world and man are constantly improving; Mr Escot, the 
detcriorarionist, who believes the opposite; Mr jenkison, the statu- 
quo-itc, who believes there is much to be said on both sides. Dr 
Caster, an orthodox clergyman who has won the Squire s fancy by 
‘a learned discourse on the art of stuffing a turkey’, among others. 
They t.ilk, and they do very little else, and they expose themselves m 
their talk. For Peacock, in the conversations he puts into their mouths, 
indulges in exaggeration exactly as a writer like Smollett or Dickens 
docs; but what he exaggerates is the clement of absurdity' in the id®“ 
tlicy are propounding; or rather, he carries their ideas to the logi(^ 
end and so reduces them to absurdity. The comedy lies, as always, in 
taking the exaggeration beyond the point where we would expect to 
stop; as ui the following speech of the deteriorationist Mr Escot’s: 

Tlic natural and origuial man lived in tlic woods: the roots and fhiits 
of the earth supplied his simple nutriment: he had few desires, and no 
diseases. But, when he began to sacrifice victims on the altar of supersti¬ 
tion. to pursue die goat and die deer, and, by the pernicious invention 
of fire, to pervert dicir flesh into food, luxury, disease, and premature 
death, were let loose upon the world. Such is clearly the correct 
interpretation of the fable of Prometheus, which is the symbolical 
portraiture of that disastrous epoch, when man first apphed fire to 
culinary purposes, and thereby surrendered his liver to the vulture of 
disease. From that period the stature of mankind has been in a state of 
gradual diminution, and I have not the least doubt that it will continue 
to crow .vriii/l by degrees, and hmaitahly less, till the whole race shall 
vanish imperceptibly fiom the face of die cardi. 

Peacock is full of such sublimely comic passages in which a con¬ 
geries of events is explained and the future forecast in terms of a 


THE EARLY NINETEENTH CENTURY 


135 


single overriding theory. His novels form a comic dramatization of 
the intellectual notions of his age. For anything comparable in our 
time we would need to imagine a noveUst intellectually powerful 
enough to satirize in one book the exponents of, say, Marxism, 
psycho-^alysis, die psychology of Jung, logical positivism, nco- 
catholicism, Existentialism, Christian Science, abstract painting. Pea¬ 
cock’s intellectual ability, together with the neutral position he himself 
seems to hold, makes him a devastating critic of the dieories of his 
day, and since the counterparts of those theories always exist he 
remauis a formidable critic whose work, because of his insight into 
the implications of the ideas he satirizes, is pemiancndy topied. 

Headlong Hall, however, is still in a sense not much more than the 
bare bones of Peacock: everything is there, down to the often ex¬ 
quisite lyrics and drinking songs which customarily intersperse his 
symposia, but the especial charm, the bloom, the bouquet, of his 
later work is lacking, Tliis quality is not easy to define, but it is evident 
m Jus second novel Nightmare Abbey (1818); and perhaps in part it is 
a produa of the awareness manifest in that book of the organic 
connexion between ideas and the men who liold them. For Nightmare 
Abbey is a satire on die English romantic movement, which Peacock 
knew at fu-st hand. Some of die characters at least arc suggested by 
life: Scythrop is based on Shelley, and not only in liis inability to 
choose between two equally loved young ladies; Mr Flosky is Colc- 
gc, Mr Cypress, Byron. The satire dazzles; the various aspects of 
romanticism are unerringly hit off; die invention is constant; and one 
part at least of Coleridge is completely caught, that part of liim wliicli 
rephes to Marionetta’s questior, ‘Will you oblige me, Mr Flosky. by 
giving me a plain answer to a plain question?’ with ‘It is impossible, 
i-c ^ Carroll. I never gave a plain answer to a question in 

th^ *^crc is somcdiing else present in the novel, something 

r ocs not in the least detract from the force of the s.icire but sets 
rn an wra dimension, the dimension of what I can only call poetic 

tio XI, Cypress announces after dinner his intcii- 

^ o leaving England, and die assembled company discuss among 
cr t^gs love, ideal beauty, and cheerfulness. Tlic chapter ends, 
“fst. with a song from Mr Cypress: 
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Tlicrc is a fever of the spirit. 

The brand of Cain’s unresting doom. 

Which in the lone dark souls that bear it 
Glows like the lamp in TuUia’s tomb; 

Unlike that lamp, its subtle fire 

Bums, blasts, consumes its cell, the heart. 

Till, one by one, hope, joy, desire. 

Like dreams of shadowy smoke depart. 

When hope, love, life itself, arc only 

Dust - spectral memories - dead and cold - 
The unfed fire bums bright and lonely. 

Like that undying lamp of old: 

And by that drear illumination. 

Till time its cby-buUt home has rent. 

Thought broods on feeling’s desolation - 
The soul is its own monument. 

It is followed after an interval of half a dozen short lines of dialogue 
by the admirable drinking song, sung by die nvo cheerful men of the 
party, Mr Hilar)' and the Reverend Mr Lar)-nx, die first stanza ot 

which is: 

Seaman three! What men be ye? 

Gotham’s three wise men we be. 

Whither in your bowl so free? 

To rake the moon from out the sea. 

The bowl goes trim. The moon doth shine. 

And our ballast is old wine; 

And your ballast is old wine. 

It is not simply that die songs, so contrasted in dieir moods, arc 
placed in juxtaposition or that, as in all Peacock’s novels, they aerate 
die dialogue and keep it bubbling with a liveliness additional to Jat 
of die text, so that, when we look back on a Peacock novel, we fim 
of all remember a dancing gaict)' rather than the satire ofidcas. This 
in itself would be much; but there is more. Mr Cypress’s song is a 
most beautiful pastiche of Byron; the essence of Byronism is caught 
in it; it could have been written only by a man who, however he 
might mtcUcctually find it comic, had an intuitive understanding of 
and sympathy widi Byronism. Peacock clowns his sympathy as soon 
as it has been expressed by capping it with a drinking song; but it is 
dicrc all the same, and in a way the drinking song adds a poignancy 
to its expression. 
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And chis is true not merely in this single instance. It is the law of 
Peacock’s being. In all the speeches of liis characters, however absurd 
they may be, there is a kind of passion, the passion of the self- 
absorbed, the crank. For die moment. Peacock has become the crank in 
question, Mr Escot, Mr Flosky. He has apprehended the essence of a 
theory, a dogmatic point of view, and it is as though the theor)', the 
dogmatic point of view, is parodying itself. This makes Peacock’s 
satire the best-natured in the world. It glows with sympadiy, and 
when appropriate, bursts into beauty in its o\sti right. 

For Peacock was always a poet, and he is never more a poet tli.in 
in his satirical novels. It is sometimes debated whether he was a 
romantic. The question gets us nowhere. What he had was an ex¬ 
quisite sense of beauty. He has an aesthetic appreciauon, for instance, 
of certain kinds of landscape which have become almost conventi0n.1l 
romantic properties; the settings of liis novels are always beautiful; 
he is an admirable landscape-painter, diough the scale he works on is 
small. This gives his work an idyllic quahty wliich is the List tiling 
we associate with satire. He exploited it to the furthest in liis charming 
p.istoral A'Inid Marian; but it is there in his satires of contemporary 
theory; they arc satire witliin an idyll. 

A still beauty combined w'ith the high spirits of debate diat satirizes 
itself is the essence of Peacock’s art. We arc moved to laughter, but 
we are also moved by die atmosphere of poetry in which die debate 
is enclosed. It is tliis that none of liis imitators has ever succeeded in 
achieving. 

Peacock’s art was perfect from Nig/ilmare Abbey onwards. Varia¬ 
tion was possible, but not progression. After Headlong Hall his 
main characters are always more tlian die opinions they c.xprcss; they 
have, however slightly sketched, that kind of life which makes them 
imaginable as living beings outside the contexts in which clicy exist. 
Peacock keeps them severely within bounds but we arc always con¬ 
scious of die potentiahties of life widiin them. One at least, Dr 
FoUiott, in Croicliet Castle, we can imagine in any conceivable situa¬ 
tion: he is full length and exists in die round. As a character, he is a 
glorious achievement, and the source of some of Peacock’s best 
comedy, with liis constant girding at ‘the March of Mind’ and tlic 
Steam Intellect Society, Peacock’s name for the newly founded 
Society for die Diffusion of Useful Knowledge. Sometimes, indeed, 
in his comments on the consequences of tcclmology, he is profound in 
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a way that wc may appreciate more thoroughly than Peacock s own 
contemporaries, for his utterances arc prophetic. As a character of pure 
comedy he is seen at Iiis most amusmg probably in lus encounter with 

the robbers: 

The reverend gentleman recoded tw’o or three paces, and saw betore 
him a couple of rulTians, who were preparing to renew the attack, but 
whom, with t%vo swings of his bamboo, he laid with cracked sconc« 
on the earth, where he proceeded to deal with them like com beneath 
tlic flail of the thresher. One of them drew a pistol, which went oft 
in the very act of being struck aside by the bamboo, and lodged a b^et 
in the brain of the other. There was then only one enemy, who vainly 
struggled to rise, every effort being attended wdth a new and more 
signal prostration. The fellow roared for mercy. ‘Mercy, rascal. «ied 
the divine; ‘what mercy were you going to show me, villaui? "^at. 

I warrant me. you thought it would be an easy matter, and no sm, to 
rob and murder a parson on liis way home from dinner. You said to 
yourself, doubtless. “Wc*U waylay the fat parson (you irreverent 
knave) as he waddles home (you disparaging mfliian) half-seas over 
(you calumnious vagabond).’ And with every dyslogistic term, which 
he supposed had been applied to himself, he inflicted a new bruise on 
his rolling and roaring antagonist. 

Confronted with tlic triumphant figure of Dr Folliott, one sees that 
one part at least of Peacock’s art as a novelist sprang out of Fielding. 

But tlicrc is anotlicr aspect of Peacock and his characterization 
that needs noting; he is one of the ver)’ few men novelists betwem 
Fielding and Meredith who can draw a sadsf^dng woman. Like 
Fielding’s and Meredith's, and quite unlike Dickens s. Peacock s 
young women exist in tlicir owm right. If not as learned as the men o 
his novels, they arc as wntty; tliey have minds and w'ills of their own; 
they are independent spirits. Witness tlic sparkling Lady Clarmda, in 
CrofcJicl Castle, or - portrayed ratlicr more fully - Miss Gr>'ll and 
Miss Nimet in Gryll Grange, Peacock’s last and mellowest novel, 
written when lie was seventy-five, after a silence of tliirty years. And 
he just as coodwidi old maiden ladies-^ Miss Ilex, for instance, in t c 
same book, Of his contemporaries, only Disraeli has anytliing like the 
same courtesy towards and appreciation of women. It is one of Ac 
indices of Peacock's truly civilized nature. He is a novelist - one of a 
very small number - whose work attracts us more, and is increasingly 
more import.mt, the longer the period of time since its first appear- 
ance; and as tlic existence of civilization becomes Ac more precarious 
Ac more precious it will be* 
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Thackeray was born in i8ii, Dickens in 1812, Trollope in 1815. 
Charlotte Bronte in 1816, Emily Bronte in 1818, George Eliot in 1819, 
Mrs Gaskcll had been bom in 1810, and lesser novelists bom in the 
Regency period include Charles Reade (1814) and Charles Kingsley 
(1819). Together, they are the names that first come to mind when we 
think of the Victorian novelists. They do not form a coherent body; 
and Emily Bronte will prove an exception to all generalizations we 
care to make about the rest of them. Yet if we set them beside the 
chief novelists bom in the generation after die Rcgcnc)*, Samuel 
Butler (1835), George Meredith (1828), Thomas Hardy (1840), we 
shall see that they have much more in common with one another 
than they have witli the younger man. What they have in common 
IS a special climate of ideas and feelings, a set of fundamental assum{>- 
tions. It was this special climate, these assumptions, that the later 
novelists of the century were to question, even diough the great mass 
of the reading public still took them for granted. 

And this points to another main difference between die novelists of 
die first half of the Victorian age and those of die second half. The 
former were at one with their public to a quite remarkable degree; 
d>cy were conditioned by it, as of course any novelists must be, but 
for the most part were willingly conditioned by it. I hey identified 
wemsclvcs with their age and were its spokesmen. The later noveUsts, 
owever, were writing in some sense against dicir age; they were 
critical, even hostile, to its dominant assumptions. Their relation to 
tne reading pubhc was nearer to that of die twentieth-century novelist 
to the early Victorians. The difference may be indicated easily 
enough. It Was part of die felicity of die fifties to possess a literature 
which Was at once topical, contemporar)', and classic.’ G. M. Young 
wntten; ‘to meet the Immortals in the street, and to read them 
With added 2 cst for the encounter.’ The Immortals in question were 
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men and women in early middle age. Within thirty years they had 
departed, and widi them perhaps the public sense of the possibiUty of 
further Immortals; at any rate, Meredith, for all his great reputation 
and his enormous inHucnce at the end of his life, was always a small 
seller, Hardy so outraged the conventional opinion of his day as to 
impel a bishop to demand the burning of Jude the Obsaire, while 
Butler, icTiored as a crank, never saw the publication of The Way o 
All Flesh in liis lifetime, though it had been finished twenty years 
before lus death. 

This sense of identity with their times is ot cardinal importance in 
any consideration of tlie early Victorian novelists. It was the source 
alike of their strengths and of their weaknesses, and it distinguishes 
tliem both from tlieir successors and from their great European con¬ 
temporaries. It is not tliat tlic Victorians were uncritical of their 
country' and age, but tlicir criticisms arc much less radical than those 
of, say, Balzac, Stcndlial, Turgenev, Flaubert, and Dostoevsky, and of 
a different kind. For a good reason: the condition of England as com¬ 
pared with that of France and of Russia. Flaubert believed that 
human liistorv' fell into three pliascs: paganism, Christianity, and 
inuflisiuc, wliicli we may perhaps translate as ‘swinishness. He had 
no doubt that his age was th.it of inujlistttc. This fundamental dis¬ 
satisfaction with his time was partly a matter of temperament; what is 
important is that it was also shared largely by his great predecesson 
Balzac and Stcndlial. France h.id suffered a steep descent from the 
heroic aqes of tlic Revolution and of Napoleon. Gloiy’ had departed, 
and the descent was the descent into vulgarity, into everything that 
could be epitomized in die word beurgeeis. Balzac, Stcndlial, and 
Flaubert were great Romantics who, instead of turning away 
from the world in disgust, turned ioumh/s it in disgust and fought 
it with its own wc.ipons. In them realism as an aesthetic creed was 
bom. 

In Russia diings were yet more different. Tlicre, the novel was seen 
as a weapon in die fight against a ramsh.ickle feudal despotism whose 
main defence was a rigorous though not efficient censorship. The 
distinction between arc and propaganda, art conceived, that is, as an 
instrument of persuasion, has never existed in Russia. For the most 
part, the ninciccnth-century Russian novel was propaganda for pro¬ 
gressive idc.is, but it was not inevitably so, as the fiction of Dostoevsky 
shows. Yet, since fiction was often the only place in which dangerous 
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thoughts could be discussed, not always witli perfect safety to the 
novelist, the novel became tlie main vehicle of criticism — of socict)', 
of morals, of the Russian attitude to the West, of man’s relation to 
God and to his fellows, indeed of Russian man in relation to die 
whole world, visible and invisible, in wliich he lived. 

Nineteendi-century' Russian fiction, then, has a sweep and range of 
subject, an audacity of inquiry, that wc do not find in early Victorian 
fiction. Like the French, though at a later date, it was to have a 
profound effect on the English novel; but the great Victorians 
themselves were untouched by foreign influence. 

They accepted die society in which they lived widiout quesdon; 
or rather, when they criticized it, they cridcized it as many of their 
readers were doing. They voiced their doubts and fears; the assump- 
dons of their age diey fully shared. When the reacdon against the age 
set in, among intellectuals in the nineties, among the general public 
in the first twenty years of the present century, the Victorians were 
commonly charged with smugness, complacency, hypocrisy, and 
foolish optimism. It is now possible for us to sec die Victorians more 
justly. They were as conscious as we arc, looking back, of die ten¬ 
sions and contradictions of their times, the havoc caused by the 
industrial revolurion, the presence of mass poverty', die existence 
side by side of what DisracU called the two nations; and in the forties 
they feared revolution. The forces set in motion by the industrial 
revoludon they did not know how to control, and the working of 
what seemed the iron laws of economics outraged die consciences of 
die best and most intelligent of die dme. They were, then, diorouglily 
aware of the evils of their age; yet they could hardly not believe tliat 
these evils, awkward though dicy were to surmount, would prove to 
be merely temporary; for on all sides was the plainest possible evi¬ 
dence of enormous increase in material wealdi and the physical 
amenities of civilizadon. There seemed no good reason why tliis 
progress should not continue indefinitely. Tlicrc were, of course, 
dissident voices: Carlyle, Ruskin, Newman, and, later, Matthew 
Arnold. But broadly, die early Victorians accepted die ide.n ot pro¬ 
gress without much quesdon. The age represented the triumph of 
Protestantism, and perhaps its great acliicvemcnt was the universal 
acceptance of the idea of respcctabihty. It was a great acliicvemcnt, no 
matter how clingy may be our present associations with the word - 
curtains, aspidistras, and a prudential self-regarding morality' 
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summed up in such sayings as ‘Honesty is the best policy and 
‘Nothing for nothing, and remarkably little for sixpence*. 

The idea of rcspcctabiHty needs discussing because it so thoroughly 
permeates the Victorian novel. In the middle of the eighteenth century 
the word ‘respectable’ was appUed to persons worthy of respect for 
moral excellence. Then the meaning changed somewhat; the word 
was apphed to people of‘good or fair social standing , with the moral 
qualities appropriate to tliis. A further shift of meaning occurred, and 
the word was applied to an)'one who was honest and decent in be¬ 
haviour and cle.in in habits, irrespective of social position. This last 
meaning reveals how the idea behind the word had captured all 
classes of society. The respectable artisan, in work and not in debt, 
wlio took his wife and family to tlic Great Exhibition, was respectable 
in the same way as die Queen with her Consort and young family. 
A middle-class idea, bom in the eighteenth century, had prevailed. 
The first great spokesman of the idea of respectability was the self- 
made man, the printer, Richardson. In the shape of the Evangelical 
Movement, the idea swept over England on a flood-tide; by the 
scvcntccn-cightics it had received brilhant literary expression in 
Cowper’s poem The Task. J.-mc Austen’s novck had reinforced it; 
and it is amusing to reflea that the Prince Regent, who admired her 
work so much, should have strengthened its appeal by the disreput- 
ablcncss of his own behaviour and that of his friends. 

What wc often tliink of as typically Victorian, especially in its 
attitude towards sex, liad become dominant years before the Queen 
came to the throne. The tabu on the frank recognition and expression 
of sex had come into existence slowly and, as it were, almost un- 
aw.ircs. It was in 1818 tliat Thomas Bowdlcr published liis Family 
Shakespeare, in which, as he stated, ‘notliing is added to the original 
text, but those words and expressions arc omitted which cannot with 
propriety be read aloud in a family . 

One symbol of this aspect of Victorian respectability was the 
banishment of Fielding. He was read, and mucli admired; but he 
•was no longer public reading. Tom Jones was kept on the top shelf 
of the study, or relegated to the billiard-room or the smoking-room 
out of the way of women and children. Thackeray wistfully said that 
Fielding was the last writer to be ‘permitted to depict to liis utmost 
power a man', and die tabu on sex represented die triumph of 
woman. In die eighteenth centur)', diough Fielding lud protested 
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against it in Tom Jones, a double standard of morality had been gener¬ 
ally taken for panted; there was one law for die man, another for the 
woman, and in each case the law seemed to be the transladon into 
morals of biological faa. In the Victorian age, publicly at any rate, 
the law for man and for woman became the same law. If Victorian 
morality did not in truth square with the facts of Ufe and the actual 
state of Victonan morals, it was certainly not for want of zeal and will 
on the part of the Victorian tliemsclvcs. And the novelists were not 
behind m popagaring the Victorian ideal, though it is plain diat 
Thackeray for one did not find it particularly convincing. But here 
the spokesman is Trollope, in liis Autobiography: 


The writer of stories must please, or he will be nothing. And he must 
teach whether he wish to teach or no. How shall he teacli lessons of 
virtue and at the same time make himself a delight to liis readers’ . 
But the novelist, if he have a conscience, must preach his sermons witli 
the sarnc purpose as the clergyman, and must have his own system of 

V 

r.k i?/; f of wearying them then 

I think Mr Carlyle need not call him distressed. ... 

may boast as a class that such has been the general result of our own 
orJc ... I find such to have been the teaching of Thackcrav of 

Dassaa ^ ^ ' ‘ E»ghsh novelists 1 have named, find a scene a 

be dhhorcst?Tl hnmodcst. or a man’to 

hon«t rr ^ ‘ described as dis¬ 

and women as immodest, have they not ever been punished? 

rcsrecub,lit>- may be 

■note ew^dt^ I 

>nd A" ™‘'"‘ ""'* vices 

One may ask why the .riun.ph of the 

individual hurT ' "'‘I responsib.l.ty of dte 

rmtly irresistible ^PP^" 

‘PKdinKu’n of cn ° ''“*“8 nfpnpnlation and its enormous 

nlaangcd ^ot^„“T™‘?aT- revolution 

S way, evils that Imd always existed. There had always been 
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overcrowding, there had alway-s been drunkenness, there had always 
been sweat-shops in cellars, and exploitation of children in industry. 
But now they existed on so colossal a scale that awareness of them 
had become unavoidable, and die viciousness and misery they bred 
were such as no man of goodwill could contemplate without 
horror. It is significant that industrial reform and legislation to curb 
the worst excesses of the factory system wxre often first prompted 
by mill-owners themselves, who had not made the industrial system 
so much as inherited it. It had grown up piecemeal and at haphazard, 
and out of die public view. Its consequences, as soon as seen, were 
plain to all, diough how they might be amended was another 
matter. 

In the eighteenth centur)' the abuse of power had been compara¬ 
tively simple; it was man’s tyranny over man that had moved Fielding 
and Smollett. In die nineteenth century diat tyranny had been dis¬ 
placed by the much more complex r)Tanny of economic forces. The 
effects of the new tyranny could be niidgatcd in part by legislation, 
and within limits, or so it was believed, a man could further escape 
them by the cultivation of the virtues of industry, dirift, and self- 
control, on wliich die notion of respectability was based. Behind the 
notion was the full force of public opinion, the opinion of the middle 
classes and the skilled working class. Outside those classes lay, at the 
one extreme, the aristocracY, at the other the poor, the lumpen- 
proletariat, the mob; from the excesses of both die middle and work¬ 
ing classes revolted in horror. How real and ever present the danger 
from these excesses was is proved by the very fervour with which the 
notion of respectability' was clung to. It is said that in 1816 the number 
of prostitutes in London amounted to a thirtieth of the population. 
Thirty years later Carlyle, at John Forster’s house, declared that 
chastity' among men was as good as dead, and Dickens, a fellow 
guest, said diat 'incontinence was so much the rule in England that if 
his ovs'n son were particularly chaste, he should be alarmed on his 
account as if he could not be in good liealdi’. And it was in the eighties 
that W. T. Stead, the editor of The Pall Mall Gazette, went to prison 
for iiis unordiodox way of exposing the traffic in young girb for the 
purposes of prostitution. 

It is against the background indicated in such facts that the heroic 
nature of die Victorian protest against sexual licence and promiscuity' 
must be judged. At its lowest, the respectability of the age was a code 
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governed by considerations of ‘good form’, of what was publicly 
sanctioned; at its highest, it represented the conscious desire for 
betterment, moral and economic, the controlled impulse to self- 
improvement. Numerically, the respecuble may not have been large; 
it is unlikely that the majority of working men ever subscribed to 
Mechanics’ Institutes or attended Sunday early moniing school. But 
it was the respectable who were articulate, who made public opinion; 
and at their head were the Queen and the Prince Consort. To be 
respectable w’as to be at once orthodox and fashionable. 

It was the respectable who composed the reading pubhc, and it 
was for the respectable that the great Victorian noveUsts wrote. 
Perhaps they flattered the illusions of their public, encouraged them 
in their black-and-white view of morals; all of them, to a greater or 
less degree, were inhibited by the assumptions of their public, and 
tliere is a case for maintaining that Thackeray was crippled by diem. 
All die same, this identification on the part of die novelists with their 
pubhc undoubtedly gave them great strength and confidence; they 
addressed the whole of the literate public, and if diey interpreted diat 
public in almost wholly middle-class terms their intuition was right 
for tlicir working-class readers also aspired to middle-class status! 
The distinction between the novelist as artist and the novelist as public 
entertainer liad not yet been made, and their power and authorir\’ 
were tlie greater because of that. Sharing the preoccupations and 
obs«siom of their time, rooted in the popular hfc of dicir ace, they 
produced an art that was truly national, diat satisfied, if not at all 
cveb ccrt^ily at more than have been possible to die Englisli 

novelists who have followed them. ^ 

‘Whenever I am thinking of a character, in public life it may be. 

haoDclf'T f?* ^ “Wbat was 

in T- ® twenty?” ’ Wlut was happeiimg 

, t 7 'vas twenty and Thackeray 

Potpaidtotrrf*^’ ^ revolutionary- measure, but it 

decade- and^ of revoluuon diat had been swelling for die past 

S ofltlP;; -ten dicy cared to us^ it. into dm 

be passed and ^ first Faaory Act was to 

earlier the Man “^jo^hed m British possessions. Two years 
the Manchester and Liverpool lUilway had been opened. 
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and a year earlier Faraday had made his discovery of the electro¬ 
magnetic current. 

And what was happening in the novel? What was the current 
fiction the young Thackeray and Dickens were reading? Jane Austen 
had been dead fifteen years, Scott was to die in 1832 itself. Crotchet 
Castle had appeared in 1831, Peacock’s last novel for thirty yean. It 
was a poor time for fiction, indeed for writing generally. Peacock 
apart, of the novelists who emerged in the years between Scott s 
fint novels and those of Dickens only two seem to me to have merit 
enough to keep their works still worth reading in their own right; 
the others whose names survive in literary' history' have only the 
wannest kind of liistorical interest. You may say that Pierce Egan, 
whose Life in London appeared in serial form between 1821 and 1828, 
and Theodore Hook, whose collections of stories. Sayings and Doings, 
began to come out in 1824 and whose novel Gilbert Gurney was 
published in 1836, influenced Dickens, and it will be true in an in¬ 
significant way: Egan and Hook were popular journalists supplying a 
staple commodit)-, and Dickens began in the same kind ofjoumalism. 
There were bound to be points of superficial similarity between tlie 
man of genius and the hacks, suicc the man of genius began as a hack 
himself. But it docs not really matter tliat Hook in certain of his 
characters may have anticipated Mr Jingle. Egan and Hook gave 
Dickens nothing that he could not have equally well got out of him¬ 
self or from earlier writers. As novelists, though Egan was only 
dubiously one, they wrote debased Smollett for a newly literate 
public, whose interest in high life and low they sought to gratify. 
But Dickens liad read Smollett for himself, probably before he read 
Egan; and he knew at first hand, because he was bom in it, the lower 
middle-class Ufe that Hook snobbishly satirized. Both Hook and 
Egan are to-day readable only by people who for one reason or an¬ 
other have to read diem. So too are tlic historical novelists G. P. R. 
James and Harrison Ainsworth, who cashed in on the sudden and 
enormous appetite for historical fiction that Scott had brought into 
being. It is true diat some Ainswordi has been read by the young 
until quite recently, probably because of the respectability historical 
fiction has always had in the eyes of teachers and parents, who, by 
stressing the adjective, have been able to soft-pedal the noun. 

Perhaps Hook should be given some credit for extending the 
scene of fiction to take in the suburban lower middle class of London, 
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though that would have happened an^'way. By the side of liis middle- 
class fiction the novel of high life continued to flourish in the work 
of Mrs Gore, but here again nothing was done that had not been or 
was to be done better by other writers. And there was, of course, the 
occasional novel of distinction by a writer outside the main tendencies 
of the age, the perennially delightful novel of Persian life, J. J. Moricr’s 
The Adventures of Hajji Baba, for instance, which appeared in 1824, 
and Mary Russell Mitford’s charming stories of village life, written in 
what is really an eighteenth-century tradition, Oi»r Village, which was 
published between 1812 and 1832, and her novel Bclford Regis {18^$). 

There remain three names of greater weight: Frederick Marrvat 
(1782-1848), Bulwcr-Lytton (1803-73), and Benjamin Disraeli 
(1804-81), novelists who, however different in talent and achieve¬ 
ment, have one thing in common: they seem in some strange way to 
stand apart from the Victorian age and ethos, and this though Lytton 
played a distinguished part in its pubhc life and Disraeli was one of 
its two loftiest political figures. Marryat, of course, was of a different 
generation, and came to fiction in middle age after a distinguished 
career as a naval officer, but Lytton and Disraeli were born in the 
decade before tliat which saw the birclis of the great Victorians. Yet 
tliose few years were to make all tlie difference, and for all diat they 
both went on writing fiaion as long as they lived, they remained 
curiously impervious to die Victorian spirit. 

Marryat is a most attractive minor novelist. He is usually seen as in 
the tradition of Smollett, mainly, I suspect, because botli are novelists 
of die sea, though Marryat had infinitely greater knowledge of what 
he was writing about. But all the associadon of the two names means 
IS that for the most part, in novels like Peter Simple, Marryat is content 
to set down a string of adventures loosely tied up by a perfunctory 
plot wluch the reader scarcely remembers when the novel is read, 

J ough Its tone and feel remain vivid. The tone and feel arc nothing 
«c Smollett’s. Marryat is the most good-humoured of novelists, 
possessed of an exuberance that is rarely overplayed; dicrc is a largc- 

dV* *i him; a natural gallantry informs his work. It was 

/ws, 1 beheve, diat so impressed Conrad. Often his attitude and his 

umour anticipate surprisingly some aspects of Dickens. Peter Simple 
charnrung story, and a most vivid account of life in the Roval 

is century. But what gives it its distinction 

so much the episodes of adventure as the way in which they are 
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related. We sec everything through the eyes of Peter himself, the 
young midshipman who is accepted as, and believes himsgif to be, the 
fool of the family. Peter’s innocence, which is the outcome not at all 
of stupidity but of a truly touching trust, is beautifully rendered. 
He is probably the first convincing boy in our fiction; and much of 
the humour of tlie book lies in the contrast bct^^'ecn the world as it is 
and as it imposes itself on the boy’s naivety. This humour, of course, 
is often of a very simple kind, as when the other midshipmen scare 
Peter, on his joining his first ship, wth talcs of the cruelty of the 
captain, who the reader has already guessed is the best-hearted and 
most scrupulous man in the service. Yet even here Peter is a universal 
character, a figure of fable; he is the boy who, in English factories, is 
sent off by iiis fellow apprentices to the shop round the comer for a 
pint of pigeon’s milk or an ounce of elbow grease. But when Peter 
goes on board the humour becomes less primitive. When he is 
exploited by Mr and Mrs Trotter, and the latter, inspecting his 
clothes, says: 

Now these worsted stockhigs will be very comfortable in cold 
weather, and in the summer time these brown cotton socks will be 
delightfully cool, and you have enough of each to last until you out¬ 
grow them; but as for these fine cotton stockings, they arc of no use - 
only catch the dirt when the decks arc swept, and always look untidy. 
I wonder how they could be so foolish as to send them; nobody wears 
them on board sliip nowadays. They arc fit only for women - I 
wonder if they would fit me, 

we know where we arc. Peter shares with DaWd Copperficld the same 
iruioccnt wonderment at and acceptance of the world of g^o^vn-ups 
who can always fleece them with a kind word, a show of reason, 
and a monstrous tall story wluch must be true to a boy who cannot 
believe that falsity exists. And though he is a smaller character than 
David, Peter convinces and moves us in the same way. 

There is, too, as in CopperJifU, a singular purir>' in the drawing of 
the adult characters as they arc seen tlirough the boy’s eyes. They are, 
in fact, a boy’s characters; fabulous beings, dratsti not critically but 
in wonder. And one oftliem is quite excellent, the gentlemanly boat- 
sw.iin Mr Chucks, a comic creation Dickens would not have been 
ashamed of. 

Marryac’s talent was not confined to tlic kind of book Peter Simple 
is. There is notliing quite like his Stiarh yyoir, or The Do^ Ficud in the 
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language, though in characterization it anticipates die grotesques of 
Dickens. Smallbones, for instance, who is perhaps the hero, has 
obvious afiinities with Dickens’s oppressed and friendless waifs, Pip 
and Smike and poor Jo and the rest; though it is going altogether too 
far to say diat he is the prototype of these characters, since in fact 
SttarlcYyoii/ and 0 /tVer Twist, where the Dickens waif appears for the 
first time, came out in the same year, 1837. But here he is: 


... a thin, shambling personage, apparendy about twenty years old - 
a pale, cadaverous face, high cheek-bones, goggle eyes, with lank hair 
very thinly sown upon a head, which, like bad soil, would return but a 
scanty harvest. He looked like Famine’s eldest son just arriving to years 
of discretion. His long lanky legs were pulled so far through his 
trowsers, that liis bare feet, and half way up to his knees, were e.vposed 
to the chilling blast. The sleeves of his jacket were so short, that four 
inches of bone above the wrist were bared to view - hat he had none - 
his cars were very lar^, and the rims of them red with cold, and his 
neck was immeasurably long and tliin, that his head appeared to topple 
for want of support. 


But Smallbones, half starved though he is, the victim of Captain 
Vanslyperken’s brutality and meanness, die victim too of die captain’s 
dog Snarlcyyow, which is regarded by the crew as an incarnate imp 
of the devil, is not passive as the Dickens waifi are; he gives as much as 
he receives. Indeed, the main thread of the novel, which is sketchily 
historical, set in England and Holland and the seas between in die 
ywr 1699, is the series of attempts on the one hand of Vanslypcrkcn to 
^ Smallbones and on the order of Smallbones to kill Vanslyperken’s 

dro\vncd, hanged, bashed on 
e cad, hacked about, they bear charmed lives; each, in the eyes of 
IS raermes. must be in league with the supernatural. MaiT>'ac was 
ting tarcc, and, like a true farce writer, he piles on situation after 

invention seems inexliaustiblc. 
the ^rce he was writing is of a very rare kind indeed. It is 
re arcc, farce that arises out of the superstitious natures of die 

'“'■pricing “ tl.at the reader, tl.ough l,c is never 
CMt to be deceived into rlrinking tl,e farcical events described sprinn 

“ “Ss'hli'/”’'’ discovered, 

^ besides Its grotesques some good characterization in tlic 
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round and. in the reformed prostitute Nancy, one of the earliest 
appearances in fiction of a stock character in the ninctccnth^cnti^ 
novel from Dickens to Gissing. Marr>’at’s rendering of it shows Ins 
freedom both from Victorian prudery and sentimenulity. Nancy is 
neither wept over nor apologized for; she is accepted frankly, by ^ 
characters no less than by Marryat himself. In the last years of his hfc 
he devoted liimsclf mainly to the writing of his books for children 
such as Maslcrman Ready and The Children of the New Forest. They arc 
admirable; yet that he gave up the novel proper for duldren s fiction 
may be regretted. Perhaps it was forced upon liim by the feeling oi 
the age. One remembers the scene in Peter Simple in which the hero 
goes to a polite ball in tlie Barbadocs: 

Supper W.1S now announced, and having danced the last country dance 
with Miss Minerva, I of course had the pleasure of handing her into the 
supper-room. It svas my fate to sit opposite to a fine turkey, and I asked 
tny partner if I should have die pleasure of helping her to a piece of the 
breast. She looked at me very indignantly, and said. ‘Curse your 
impudence, sar. I wonder where you lam manners. Sar. 1 take a liUy 
turkey bosom, if you please. Talk of bretut to a lady, sar, tea y quite 

horrid.' 

Such a passage, so unaffected in its amusement at the pruderies of 
P^cudo-^cfinemcnt. could not have been written much later tlian 1834- 
After that, the joke was on die Victorians quite as much as on the 

genteel mulattoes of West Indian islands. 

Lytton is an instance of the novelist who is good in and for liis own 
time hut, as later generations realize, docs nothing diat has not been 
better done before. Unlike the great novelists, who have usually been 
concerned with die examination and exploration of the moral impli¬ 
cations of, in Conrad’s phrase, ‘a few simple ideas , and have accord¬ 
ingly been content to plough a single furrow, narrow but also 
deep, Lytton pursued at least four very different lines of fiction- His 
was .an ambitious, restless talent, but dial of the popularizer rato 
th.ui that of the creator; he may be compared in this, as in odicr 
respects, with Aldous Huxley to-day. Like Huxley, he had litde sense 
of litcrara- tact; he borrowed largely of the techniques and attitudes of 
other writers and applied diem to quite inappropriate material. In his 
own time he looked an original novelist; he was in fact a profoimdly 
derivative one, though diis docs not, of course, reduce his merit for 
his o\^^l titnc. 
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He came first under the influence of Godwin; his first novel, 
published in 1827, was significantly called Falkland. Pelham (1828) 
is much more interesting and remains very readable. It is an attempt 
to combine tlie novel of fashion with that of Godwin. An index of its 
modish success is the fact that it is a result of its hero’s taste in clothes 
that black is still the conventional colour of men’s evening dress. It is 
a young man’s novel, bright, smart, insolent. It owed something 
perhaps to Disraeli’s Vivian Grey, which had been published the year 
before. Pelham, who tells his story in the first person, is a young 
aristocrat ambitious for political power, and masking his ambition 
under flippancy, cynicism, and dandyism. ‘What a damnation puppy !* 
one of the characters exclaims of him; and Pelliam rejoices in the out¬ 
burst as at a compliment. His adventures in society in Paris and 
London, his excursions into tlie underworld of the day, are told in 
a lively style over-studded with epigrams. Reading Pelham, one 
cannot forget that the epoch described is still pre-Viaorian; Lytton 
is out to shock, and at times, when the underworld is being exposed, 
the point of view and the tone, when allowance is made for Lytton’s 
much greater soplustication, are uncommonly like Egan’s in Life in 
London. 

But to tliis story of a young man’s successful imposition of liimself 
upon the world of f^hion and politics is added that of Sir Richard 
Glanville, a young man of enormous talents obsessed with Byronic 
guilt and dedicated to revenge, revenge on the man who has raped 
his mistress and driven her into insanity. It is Pelham’s detective work 
that saves him from the gallows. Tliis part of the novel is plainly from 
Godwin, but it is the superficies of Godwin, Godwin widiout the 
impelling myth that lifted liis finest novel out of the class of horror 
literature into the ranks of symboUc fiction. 

^»gene Aram (1832) is also a product of Godwin’s influence. 

yUon took over the philosopher’s latinate, abstract, chilly style 

h "'hen apphed to the theme of high-minded murder, became 

g -falutin. As fat as characterization and psycliology are concerned, 

^ ttovcl could be less convincing than Aram, wliich was written, 
rhackeray said, 1 

a murderer, 

mankind’. 

tcJl^ *^ose for wliich they may sund as types, were 

y exercises in rhetoric, attempts at heightened narrative, at a 


0 show how Eugene Aram, though a thief, a liar, 
yet being intellectual was amongst the noblest of 
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basrard poccr)*, iii fact. They seem grotesquely inflated now. Round 
about 1849, perhaps in an effort to emulate Dickens, Mrs Gaskell, and 
Thackeray, Lytton published The CaxIottSt the flrst of a series of 
novels much of a kind. The Caxtons offers resemblances enough to the 
characteristic works of the great Victorians. But Lytton was not 
content with tliis, for the basis of the novel is a close and elaborate 
imitation of Tristram SitanJy, amazingly like it in small details and 
fantastically unlike in its spirt as a whole. All the main characters of 
Sterne’s masterpiece may be matched in Lytton’s book; the senti¬ 
mental passages are carefully copied; and Lytton even goes one better 
tlian Sterne by giving liis hero the absurd name of Pisastratus. Once 
or twice he docs produce a few lines that one could beUeve Sterne had 
written, but tlic total effect is ludicrous. To speak of a sentimentah- 
zation of Sterne’s work may suggest the impossible; but that is 
essentially what The Caxtous is. Lytton made a careful imitation of 
the husk of Sterne, but there is httle sign that he understood its 
spirit. Sterne’s novel is the apotlicosis of the irrational; L)'ttons is 
alcogetlier too rational. One might say that Tristratn Shatidy is 
epitomized in die single remark: ‘A cow broke in to-rporrow morn¬ 
ing to iny Uncle Toby’s fortificadons.’ Such a sentence, and its impU- 
cations, arc beyond Lytton, as is sho%vn by his attempt to use Sterne s 
methods in order to relate a perfectly convendonal story of the 
estrangement of a misimdcrstood fadier from his son. The Caxtons 
st.inds out as a most illumin.iting example of the misuse of Uterary 
sources, of a crasliing. totally disastrous failure in literary tact. It is 
one of the monumental curiosities of Uterature. 

As an historical novelist Lytton was at any rate painstaking in 
research, and the genre gave him full scope for his sense of the gran¬ 
diose, his melodramatic attitude to life. 

‘A tceling of stage properties, a smell of hair-oil, an aspect of buhl, 
a rcscinbLincc of tailors, and that pricking of die conscience which 
must be die general accompaniment of paste diamonds’: so Trollope 
summed up die impression Disraeli’s novels made on him. There 
was somediing else, of course, tliat Trollope did not reckon with; 
without it, Disraeli’s fiction would not have survived, nor would he 
have been three times prime minister. 

From birth Disraeli was an outsider in England. His grandfather, 
the descendant of a family of Spanish Jews, had come to London 
irom Venice in the mid-eighteenth centur)', and established a financial 
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house that for a tune rivalled the Rotiischilds. Disraelis lather, 
Isaac, had other ambitions; he is remembered as die author of 
Curiosrftcj of Literature. A freethinker, he allowed the future prime 
minister and novelist to be baptized as a cliild into the Church of 
England. The young Disraeli, by virtue not only of racial origin - 
and physically he was very much the Jew — but also of education 
and social sums, was outside the classes in which power resided. 
His position was inevitably ambiguous. And he had to impose him¬ 
self on a class much more ready to jeer at liim than to admire. He 
was ambitious, and the only means he had by which to achieve his 
ambitions were his native cleverness and liis effronteiy. He imposed 
himself, not by conforming to English notions of good form, but by 
differing from them as violently as possible. 

His first novel, Vivian Grey, published in 1826, when its author 
was only twenty-two, was a prophetic work. 

The theme is the incursion into poUtics of a young and brilliant 
adventurer just out of his teens whose first principle is that every¬ 
thing is possible. ‘In England, personal distinction is the only passport 
to the society of the great. Whether diis distinction arises from fortune 
family or ulent, is immaterial; but certain it is, to enter into high 
society, a man must have blood, a milhon, or genius. Vivian Grey 
has the last. The son of a man of letters, he meets at his father’s dinner 
ublc a famous and stupid politician, the Marquis of Carabas, whom he 
inveigles into a political intrigue against the government of the day, 
to wluch the marquis belongs. The intrigue and counter-intrigue, the 
hero’s resource, daring, and political brilhance, form die best part of 
the book. The new party is defeated by the treachery of a woman, the 
members retire, the group breaks up, and Vivian, having killed a man 
in a duel, is forced to flee the country. The rest of the novel recounts 
his marvellous adventures on the Continent. 

The main interest of Vivian Grey now is in its foreshadowing of 
Disraeli’s later work. As a novel it is fantastic: Disraeli when he 
wrote it had no practical experience of politics. Lath-and-paper 
personae, masks for the author liimself, engage in scintillating con¬ 
versation against a two-dimensional background, a world whose law 
is wit. Disraeli was never to be a realistic writer in the sense diat, say, 
Trollope was. His imagination needed the artifici.al, the grandiose, 
before it could function. His heroes are always larger than life, pos¬ 
sessed of an impossible array of talents; the estate's of his country 
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houses seem to stretch over whole couatics; his prindpai cliaractcrs 
tend to be either of the finest Norman blood or millionaires. In 
KiV/flu Grey these characteristics are carried to their logical con¬ 
clusions, so that the story bears no more relation to rcahty than the 
dream it was. The description of tlic coimtry house Chateau D^sir is 
fantastic in its artificiality, but scarcely more so than descriptions of 
other country liouscs in the mature novels, which to a modem reader 
irresistibly suggest possible decors for unwritten novels by Ronald 
Firbank. 

But r'ii'tJM Grey is a monstrously witty book, conceived in wit. 
In the scene of the dinner party at which Vivian meets Carabas is to be 
heard unmistakably the authentic satirical note of the later novels. 
And the stylo, thougli thinner than what it was to be, is at bottom 
tlic same, an cightecntli-century prose in sentences of balanced 
antitheses tlut of themselves produce epigrams: ‘At length, an ex¬ 
ception to axiom die second started up in die establishment of Mr 
Dallas. The gentleman was a clergyman, a profound Grecian, and a 
poor man. He had edited die Alcestis, and married his laundress; 
lost money by his edidon, and his fellowship by his match. 

After I 'iviaii Grey Disraeli wrote some amusing Lucianic satires, 
a novel of fashionable life in Henrietta Temple and a roman «1 clef 
I 'cnetia, on tlic lives of Byron and Shelley. But the novels one dunks 
of as the real Disraeli novels arc the ‘Yoiuig Engl.uid’trilogy, CeriiV/^s- 
by, Sybil, and TanereJ. They arc polirical novels, almost the only true 
political novels in the language. Odier novelists have attempted 
political novels, among them Trollope. But what Trollope con¬ 
centrates on, m books like Phineas Finn and The Prime Aliniiler, is 
the social background ol ParUament; he is inditferent to poUdcal 
theorv. Wells, too, essayed die political novel in The AVu* Maehiat’elU', 
but the day-to-day works of politics, poUtics as an end in itself, was 
ex.ictly what disgusted him. DisracU’s novels, however, spring out of 
politics and nodiing else; characters and action come alive only 
tlirougli politics. 

w.as published in 1844. Its audior was already a power in 
p.\rli.xment, the leader of the Tory schismatics. He could no longer 
aftbrd the open cvnicism of Vivian Grey, and when it appeared, 
Conin^sby was at once a tract for die times, a polirical manifesto, and 
an expression of die grossest flatter)’ towards its audior’s young 
supporters, four men of great families who were nicknamed, dis- 
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paragingly, ‘Young England’. Since their movement came to nothing 
it now seems pretty silly; a modem liistorian has described it as ‘an 
ephemeral hotch-potch of bogus maypoles and real vested interests’. 
In fact, ‘Young England’ was in some measure die Cambridge 
counterpart of the Oxford Movement. Like that, and Ukc die Pre- 
Raphachte Brotherhood, it was an expression of that general reaction 
against the industrial revolution, utilitarianism, and the ideas of the 
French Revolution wliich was a feature of the early years of Victoria’s 
reign; and fundamental to it was an ideal conception of feudalism. 

Disrach combined a curiously romantic, indeed liistrionic, imagina¬ 
tion Nvith a genius for die necessary compromises and calculating 
realism of ordinary politics. This romantic imagination is seen at its 
rnost grandiose not in Conirtpby but in Tancred, in the scene in wliich 
the young Emir Fakrcdecn Shchaab expounds his pi an for the Queen 
o England to tryisfer the scat of her empire from London to DcUii. 

presented, it is fantasdc; yet twenty years after writing Tanacd, 
Disraeli did in his own way bring the Emir's plan to fulfilment; he did 
ina c Victoria Empress of India. Grandiose and improbable as liis 
imagimtion was, it was always applied to die world outside it, and it 
was ways moved by certain abstract ideas, the ideas of greatness 
nobility, kingship, ancient families, and youdi.Tiie young men 
w 10 composed the Young England’ group, glorying in the spirit of 
no esse oblige, were behaving, to Disraeli’s romantic imagination, as 
young noblemen should behave. Idealistic and generous, and what 
was just as important, very rich and of high birth, diey fitted naturally 
into Disraeli’s ideal world. 

In Coningsby the idea! and die real exist side by side. The part that 
1^1 <»l is so far removed from reality as generally to seem comic now. 

oningsby himself^ so ardent, so high-inindcd, and so handsome, is 
a most a servant-girl’s hero; and die descriptions of his appropriate 
ackgrounds - Eton, the alms-giving at Eustace Lyle’s, Christmas at 
Bcaumanoir- read to-day almost as burlesque, as deliberate fantasy. 

imagination magnified, exaggerated, simplified cvery- 
imng it focused on; and liis prose style, sweeping, rhetorical seeking 
the immediate effect, abetted the process. 

This is apparent especially in die character of Sidonia. Disraeli 
Was an outsider, a parvenu: he was also a man of fierce pride, of pride 
m race. Coningsby and his friends may be sprigs of aristocracy, but as 
Sidonia tells Coningsby, die English aristocracy is itself pari’cnii 



156 


THB ENGLISH NOVEL 


compared witli the lineage of the Jew. And Sidonia, the mysterious 
horseman who is richer tlian Rothschild, who is the adviser of kings 
and the maker of governments, who is immune from ordinary human 
passion, is - DisracU himself. It was the cunning of him. He was ex¬ 
pounding the beliefs of his young followers who were to save Eng¬ 
land from the Whigs and the professional place-seekers; but the 
theory behind the actions was to come from tlie cmgmatic Jew 
Sidonia: ‘Nurture your mind with great thoughts. To believe in the 
heroic makes heroes.' 

A highly romantic figure, Sidonia cannot be said to Eve, but to 
ignore him in any consideration of his creator would be a fatal error. 
The racial dream represented what was probably the stabilizing 
factor in Disraeli’s character. It makes the difference between the 
Disraeli of history' and Disraeli as Vivian Grey. 

But Disraeli, the constructor of an ideal, chivalric world mhabited 
by noble and noble-minded youths, was abo a satirist, and as a 
satirist his province was tlie actual, the sordid day-to-day intrigues of 
pohtics. In Couiti^sby the actual cxbts as a foil to the ideal — and it has 
survived a centut)' with much less wear. The actual is the world of 
Coningsby’s uncle Lord Monmouth and lus hangers-on. Monmouth 
is not satirized; he is too large in Disraeli’s eyes for that. Monmouth 
is tlic eighteentli-ccntury ohgarch, a figure from the old regime. His 
motives arc purely selfish, but he is on the grand scale. He b no 
aristocratic villain of melodrama, nothing like the caricature Thacke¬ 
ray drew from the same model and called die Marejuis of Steync. 
Disraeli treats liim w'ith die respect due to him. His contempt is 
reserved for liis creature, Rigby, and for the part)' hacks. Tadpole and 
Taper. 

Rigby is the embodiment of an eternal t)'p>e, die cold-blooded 
underling; a ves-man, but a particularly formidable yes-man. 
Disraeli scorns him, but scarcely underrates liim: 

The world took him at his word, for he was bold, acute, and voluble; 
with no thought, but a good deal of desultory information; and though 
destitute of all imagination and noble sentinicnt, was blessed with a 
vigorous, mendacious fancy, fruitful in small expedients, and never 
happier than when devismg sliifts for great man’s scrapes. ... He was 
just die animal that Lord Monmoudi wanted, for Lord Monmouth 
always looked upon human nature vs'ith the callous eye of a jockey. He 
surveyed Rigby, and he determined to buy him. He bought him; with 
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his cle&r head, his indefatigable industry, his audacious tongue, and his 
ready and unscrupulous pen; with all his dates, all his lampoons; all 
his private memoirs, and all his political intrigues. It was a good 
purchase. 

In a novel that is full of the larger than life Rigby is depicted so 
justly, vrith such accuracy of observation, as to appear something of 
a miniature. With Rigby, DisraeU’s art diminishes. Reading of him 
one is reminded of the exact and wounding obser\'ation of Pope’s 
portraits in the ‘Prologue to the Satires’. 

Tadpole and Taper are twin dummies, no more to be differentiated, 
as their names indicate, than Tweedledum and Twccdlcdee. But 
what admirable dummies they are: 

'I tell you what, Mr Taper, the time is gone by when a Marquis of 
Monmouth was letter A, No. i.’ 

‘Very true, Mr Tadpole. A wise man would do well now to look to 
the great middle class, as I said the other day to the electors of Shabby- 
town ... ’ 

‘And now for our cry,’ said Mr Taper ... ‘Ancient institutions and 
modem improvements, I suppose, Mr Tadpole? 

‘Ameliorations is the better word; ameliorations. Nobody knos\'s 
exactly what it means ... That we should ever live to see a Tory 
govenunent again! We have reason to be very thankful! 

‘Hush!’ said Mr Tadpole, ‘The time has gone by for Tory govern¬ 
ments; what the country requires is a sound Conservative government. 

'A sound Conservative government,’ said Taper, musuigly. ‘I under¬ 
stand; Tory men and Whig measures.’ 

Disraeli is at his most impressive in the great set scenes; die scene 
in the first book of where, after being led through apart- 

menr after apartment of die great house, die boy Coningsby bursts 
into tears when he finally is presented to liis noble kinsman Mon¬ 
mouth; the account of Monmouths house-party at Coningsby 
Casde; the passage in which Rigby breaks it to Lucretia diat Mon¬ 
mouth has left her. In dicsc, all his talents come into play, Iiis power 
of vivid description, his sense of theatre, his irony, his ability to build 
up to a sustained climax. And what gives these passages so much of 
their effect, as it docs the backstage polidcal scenes, is Ids style. Thar 
formal epigrammatic cightcendi-ccntury prose, which is hollow with 
rhetoric and wliich falsifies whenever he attempts natural description 
or the rendering of liigli ideals or psycliological states, lias, wlicn he is 
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dealing with the actual world of politics and intrigue, what one may 
call an historian’s quality. It afTccts us as Gibbon’s docs, or Macaulay s; 
it admits of no hesitations, no half-Ughts; it is completely sure, com¬ 
pletely dogmatic. Above aU, it is witty. The very structure of his 
sentences is witty, and his epigrams invite the reader into his con¬ 
fidence* ‘Although the best of wives and mothers, she had some 
charity for her neighbours.’ Again: ‘England is unrivalled for two 
things, sporting and poUtics. They were combined at Bcaumanoir; 
for the guests came not merely to slaughter the Duke’s pheasants, 
but to hold coundl on the prospects of tlic part>*, which, it was sup¬ 
posed by the initiated, began at this time to indicate some s)'mptoms 
of brightening.’ It is when we consider his wit and the part it plays m 
his novels that we rcalrie tliat DisraeU was truly the alien outsider, 
that he was only half t.iken in by what he saw and that, even when 
most impressed, he stdl found the spectacle rich enough in its oddity 
to give us other outsiders a huge wink. He was die outsider who got 

inside. , , . 

One other qu.dity of DisraeU as a novelist must be noted: to 

attitude to women. Here he is remote from all the other early Vic¬ 
torian novelists. ‘All his ladies are ravisliing,’ but they arc also all 
hichly intcUigent; there is notliing of Amelia Sedley or Dora Copper- 
fidd about Madame Colonna. die Princess Lucretia. and Lady 
EverinMiam. Tliey have minds and wUls of their own. and here surely 
DisraeU, who bcg.ui his career by flattering the Countess of Blessing- 
ton and ended by flattering Queen Victoria - laying it on Uke a trowel, 
as he said himself- was nearer the truth about women dnan Thackeray 

and Dickens. . 

ri remarkable as a picture of die actual working ot 

politics at die dmc of the first reform bill, Syti/ as a picture of the 

state of iiidustrbl England at die time. The true theme of the novel 

is the class-struggle and its solution in terms of the poUcy of‘Young 

England’. The sub-title. The Two Natiotts, explains the book. It was 

the first novel, for Mrs GaskeU’s Mory Barton did not appear until 

1S4S, to expose the condidons of the industrial working classes at 

their worst. It was a horrifying exposure, and it w.as accurate. It still 

h.is great power to move, in die dcscripuons of miners and mines, 

above all in that of the riots. 

As a noveUst Disraeh’s Umitations were many and obvious. His 
strength lay in his speebUzed knowledge; it would be almost true to 
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say that he had to become a politician before he could become a 
novelist. But within his limitations he grasped and expressed the 
essential situation of his times with a boldness beyond that of much 
greater novelists. 

2 

‘That Dickens was a great genius and is permanently among the 
classics is certain. But the genius was that of a great entertainer, and 
he had for the most part no profounder responsibiUty as a creative 
artbt than this description suggests.’ Thus F. R. Lcavis, who no one 
can say fails to appreciate Dickens. Yet Dickerts poses a most awkward 
problem for liim. He is 'a great poet’; ‘in range and ease (of command 
of word, phrase, rhythm, and image) there is surely no grc.iter master 
of English except Shakespeare*. What could be more handsome? 
But this is not enough to place him in Dr Lcavis's ‘great tradition’ 
of the Enghsh novel, for he lacks, as compared with Jatie Austen, 
George Eliot, James, Conrad, and D. H. Lawrence, ‘a total iigtiificance 
of a profoundly serious kind’. The word ‘tradition’, of course, c.*n 
mean whatever a critic wants it to mean. But a tradition of the English 
novel which has to leave out the only novelist of a Shakespcarcati 
order is a pretty shaky one; and to call Dickens a gre.at popular 
entertainer rather than a great novelist is blatantly to beg the question. 

The distinction between the entertainer and the novelist is a 
sophistication. There have been great entertamers in fiction who have 
not been great novehsts, but tlicre has never been a great novelist who 
was not first of all a great entertainer, for die end of the novel, like 
that of poetry, is delight, and ‘total significance’, however 'pro¬ 
foundly serious’, will go for nothing, will not indeed exist, unless the 
novel has primary and overriding value as cntcrt.ilnment. Th.u it 
should delight, whether at die most naive and unreflecting level or as 
a ‘superior amusement’, is the first thing we ask of any novel. 

Dickens was die great novelist who was also the great entertainer, 
the greatest entertainer, probably, in the history of ficdon. Mucli of 
the misapprehension of him comes from this fact, and from the 
related fact that, formally, he was a man of little education writing 
for a public often more poorly educated than liimsclf. The public 
he wrote for was largely a new public brought to consciousness by 
the industrial revolution, a public for which m.igazinc proprietors had 
not catered before 1832, when Chamberses journal and Kni^hl’s Penny 
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Magazine first appeared. His success, right from the beginning, was 
unprecedented, and it cut across all social classes. His power was more 
akin to the great actor’s, orator’s, or demagogue’s than to the writer’s 
as we normally conceive it. The nature of his genius was such that he 
had to identify himself with his public; without the sense of an 
audience in intimate relation with liim he was less than himself. His 
public readings have been deplored; but they indicate the intensity of 
liis craving for what w’as almost a symbiotic relation wnth his public. 
It was one of the conditions necessary to his art. And the very nature 
of Ills art made for closeness with his public. His novels were all 
issued serially, generally in monthly parts. This alone explains many 
of die structural deficiencies of his work. Every instalment had to 
come to a climax of suspense; action and excitement must be main¬ 
tained at all costs; so that the fluctuations of public demand tended to 
dictate the course future action would take. The one test of success 
was — success, wliich could only be interpreted by sales. When cir¬ 
culation dropped, something was plainly wrong with the author- 
public relationship and had to be mended. Thus, when the sales of 
Marlin Chuzzicunt fell from 60,000 to 20,000 there was only one thing 
to do: Martin had to be packed off to America, however irrelevant 
to the main action of tire novel die proceeding was. 

In nothing is Dickens’s almost mcdiumistic relationship with his 
public more clearly seen dian in his role of reformer. The word is not 
quite right for him: it suggests a Shaftesbury' or a PlimsoU, which 
Dickens never was. He atucked the injustices of the poor law, delays 
in administration of justice, the cruelties of schoolmasters, imprison¬ 
ment for debt, and so on. But he was not a pioneer in these attacks. 
Dickens’s relation to his age in dicse respects, his belicfi, his moral 
and political pliilosopKics, have been brilliandy charted by Humplirey 
House in The Dickens IVorU. one of the most valuable books wc 
possess on liim. Of Dickens the reformer House says: 

He seemed topical to tliousands: he was not too topical for them to 
see the point, nor too advanced to have the public conscience on his 
side. Detached now from his rime he may seem more original and 
adventurous than he was; for then he was only giving wider publicity 
in ’inimitable' form to a number of social facts and social abuses which 
had already been recognized if not c.xplored before him. He shared a 
great deal of common experience with his public, so that it could 
gratefully and proudly say, ‘How true’; he so exploited his knowledge 
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that the public recognized its master in knowing; but he also shared 
with it an attitude to what they both knew, and caught exactly the tone 
which clarified and reinforced the pubUc’s sense of right and wrong, 
and flattered its moral feelings. 

In a very special sense, tlicn, owing to tlic peculiar nature of his 
connexion with his public, Dickens more tlian any ot liis contem¬ 
poraries was the expression of the conscience — untutored, baffled, 
muddled as it doubtless often was — of his age. It was as such that lie 
was accepted and loved. ‘The master of our sunniest smiles and our 
most unselfish tears’, whom it was ‘impossible to read without the 
most ready and pliant sympathy’, he showed his readers what they 
themselves thought and felt of the great social problems which con¬ 
fronted them; or rather, reading liim, tlicy discovered what they 
thought and felt. 

'Make ’em laugh, make ’em cry, make ’em wait,’ was his friend 
Wilkie Collins’s formula for the novel. Dickens first caught his 
readers by making them laugh. He began his writing career as a jour¬ 
nalist, and the book with wliich he first captured the world began as a 
piece of journalism; incidentally, it still defines the conventional con¬ 
ception of Dickens. He was called in, in 1836, after tlic success of 
Sketches by Boz, to provide the letterpress for ‘Cockney sporting 
plates of a superior sort’. These ‘plates’ were a stock commercial line 
of the publishers of the day; Egan’s Life iu London had been running 
serially from 1821 to 1828; Surtees’s Joriocks’s Jounls and Jollitus, 
the episodic adventures of a Cockney sportsman, had been appearing 
in the New Sporting Magazine berween J831 and 1834. Dickens s 
commission was to illustrate drawings of similar comic sportsmen by 
the artist Robert Seymour. He persuaded the publishers, liowever, to 
change the original idea somewhat and invented the character of iVlr 
Pickwick. As lie wrote himself, the Posthumous Papers oj the Pukirick 
Club ‘were designed for the introduction of diverting clur.icters and 
incidents.’ ‘No ingenuity of plot was attempted ... or even con¬ 
sidered very feasible by the author in connexion with the desultory 
mode of publication adopted; ... the machinery of the Club, proving 
cumbrous in the management, was gradually ab-mdoned as the work 
progressed.* The book began as improvisation. Dickens soon became 
the senior partner in the collaboration of artist and writer, and his 
position was strengthened when Seymour committed stiicidc and 
‘Phiz* took his place. But notliing like cnormoiu success attended the 
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publication until the appearance of Sam WcUcr in Chapter X. Im¬ 
mediately Dickens’s problem was solved; he was no longer at the 
mercy of constant improvisation; tlic diverting incidents could be 
governed by the characters whom they bctelJ. As soon as Pickwick 
and Sam Weller were set in juxtaposition the kind of book he was 
writing must have become apparent to liim: the benevolent, idealistic, 
unworldly master, the hard-bitten, humorous, realistic servant; it was 
an archetypal situation in fiction, the latest variant on the Quixotc- 
Sancho Panza, Tom Joncs-Partridge theme. It provided its own 
impetus and what began as not much more than a version of Surtees 
took its place, as soon as the Wellers were introduced, straightway 
in tlic mythology of the English. 

With The Pichwich Papers one side of Dickens’s genius was made 
manifest. Here is Dickens die pure humorist, rejoicing in his ability 
to dash off character after character, a whole world of them, liis and 
none other’s, rejoicing too in the language he puts in dieir moutlis, a 
language so fertile and exuberant in comic invention as to have a 
lyrical quality almost of poetr)'. Mr Pickwick undergoes the rigours 
of trial for breach of promise; he is confined in die Fleet; he is fleeced 
by rogues; luimbugs, charlatans, snobs riui riot through the book. 
Yet the world of Pickwich is a world as ’mnocent as Beatrix Potter s . 
Burfuz, Jingle, Dodson, and Fogg are no more territying than Peter 
Rabbit’s Mr McGregor, for die world of PichwUk is the world of 
fair\-t.ile, with die bad fairies not monstrous but absurd. It is the 
product of an cnonnously rich and zestful experience of die human 
scene, the work, one would say, of a young m.in without a care in the 
world, creating a world of liis own in whicli die crudities and miseries 
of the real world arc sterilized by humour, so diat a hypocrite like 
Stiggins, the first of the great Dickens gallcn,* of hy pocrites, is seen 
as a good diing in liinisclf without reference to moral judgement, just 
as Tonv Weller, the most superb figure in the book, is a good thing 
in himself Stiggins, the Wellers, the rest ot diem, arc, so to say, their 
own reward, virtues in their own right. 

But they represent only one side ot Dickens. While Pickwick was 
appe.iruig in its monthly parts Olirer Twist was coming out in 
linithy's Misallany; and Oliver Twist is a very diflerent work. Fairy¬ 
land has become nightmare; die bad fairies arc merely absurd no 
Iv-ingcr; dicy hav’c become ogres. 

‘Make ’em laugh, make ’em cry ..bi Oliver Twist die emphasis 
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is wholly on the second precept of the formula. There is laughter, 
but very different in aim and kind from that of Pickn'ick. On the 
surface, Oliver Twist is an exposure novel, an attack on the working 
of the poor law. But the poor law itself is merely symbolic of the fate 
of innocence and weakness. Oliver Twist, like so much in Dickens, 
in his later work cspcciaUy, is a fantasy of good and evil. Graham 
Greene, in his essay on the novel, has suggested that Dickens was a 
Manichee and was much more convinced of the reality of evil than of 
good. Certainly the rendering of evil in the book is immeasurably 
more vivid than that of good. No one has ever believed in Rose 
Maylie and Mr Brownlow; the reality of Sikes and Fagin and Clay- 
pole is inescapable. Perhaps it ought not to be so. ‘Wolves tear your 
throats!’ mutters Sikes: he is, one would say, a figure of the sheerest 
melodrama. And so in the context of a rcaUstic novel, in the context 
of Flaubert or Arnold Bennett, he would be. But Dickens’s way of 
character creation was not that of the realist novelist; he was after 
another kind of reality. It is often said that his characters are cari¬ 
catures, either caricatures of comedy or monstrous puppets of melo¬ 
drama. He is then seen as essentially a disciple of Smollett, greater 
than his master. Certainly Smollett was his favourite novelist, as Ben 
Jonson seems to have been his favourite dramatist. I suspect tliat he 
liked them because of their undoubted incidental resemblance to 
himself as artist but that they reinforced liis own predilections radier 
than directly influenced him. We limit Dickens unduly when we 
interpret his characters as humours in the Jonsonian sense. Santayana, 
in his fine essay on Dickens in SoUhejuies in EnqlanJ, has p.irtly 
answered the charge diat Dickens deals in caricatures: 

When people say Dickens exaggerates, it secnis to me they can ii.ive 
no eyes and no cars. They probably have only tioiions of \vh.it things 
and people arc; they accept them conventionally at their diplomatic 
value. Their minds run on in the region of discourse, where there arc 
masks only, and no faces; ideas and no facts; they have little sense for 
those living grimaces that play from moment to moment on the 

countenance of the world. 

Santayana secs Dickens as die supreme mimic of people as dicy really 
arc. What seems to me certain is diat be caught and rendered them in 
the way cliildrcn see grown-ups. As adults, we no longer, or only 
very rarely, meet people who might have stepped out of tlie pages of 
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Dickens, but childhood, when we look back on it, appears to have 
been full of gcnuii^c Dickens figures. The child sees adults duough a 
mind and eye unobscured by die associadons we bring to the con¬ 
templation of people in later life. Simply because he is tncxpcricnccd 
in life he cannot accept them conventionally, at 'their diplomadc 
value’; they are, because they must be, odd, arbitrary incompre- 
liensiblc, sometimes absurdly comic, sometimes tcrrif)'ing, sometimes 
both at once. Scarcely ever arc they ordinarv; the very- notion of the 
ordinari’ is foreign to the child, to whom everyone encountered is 
univ^ue. When people have very powerfully impressed us in cliild- 
hooil they remain tor ever so fixed ui the memory’, widi the sharp 
iJios'.mcrasv of the Dickens character. How many men, for instance, 
remember certain ol their early schoolmasters as ogres or as figures 
of wild rib-cracking ctuneily. Tliey go back to the school years later 
and find these same masters not much older than whai dicy were 
taught by them - but str.ingely dwindled, seedy, ordinary’, perhaps a 
little pathetic. 

The cliild’s view of liuman beings h not less real dian the adult s, 
and it is the child’s that Dickens captures so uncrrmgly. He catches 
witli tnerciless delight the externals, die apparently meaningless 
I’ocures .and nervous tricks we all have widioiit knowing \\e have 
tliem, and he catches too the lubits of speech, repedtions ol favourite 
words and phrases, obsessional harpings on single dicmes whose 
victims we all tend unconsciously to be oiid which, taken togcdicr, 
make us in some degree walking caricatures of ourselves. And he 
daes this not only \sith his great characters, die Micawhers, Gamps, 
I’ecksnifi's, Weggs, and the rest, but almost all tlic time, with charac¬ 
ters w ho appear only for a page or so and arc then dropped altogether. 
Tiicy are all. within the limits set, perfectly rendered. Old MrTurvey- 
drop, for instance, th.c aged Regency buck in Bleak House, is a merely 
m.ir'.;in.d figure, but he is piiuicd dc»wn completely, with his Deport¬ 
ment and his marvellous phrase ‘Woomcn, lovely woomcn, what a 
SON You are!’ 

When iu* attenipt.s to draw character not as the child sees it but as 
the .ulult does, .is neither comic nor melodramatic, when he tries to 
present the ‘norinar view of liuman beings, he Luis, and generally 
tails b.ullv. Rose Maylic and Mr Brownlow fall into tlus category of 
his eliaraeters; as do Aejnes Wickficld .ind her father, in DafiJ Capper- 
I'.i-IJ, Little Hm’lv and all the hose of good women and of women 
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more sinned against than sinning. They arc so hopelessly convention¬ 
alized as scarcely to come to life at all; he has accepted them at tlicir 
diplomatic value witli a vengeance. It is only when writing more or 
less in his own person, as David Coppcrficld or as Pip, that he suc¬ 
ceeds in presenting character as commonly seen. Then he c.in do so in 
the most masterly fasliion; but then he is writing as an adult remem¬ 
bering his childhood. 

This cliildlikc vision of human beings conditioned his view of the 
world and made it a universe at times crude in conflicting black and 
wliiie, at times sinister, a heiglitoicd version of the squalid, brutal, 
smelly, rowdy London of his boyhood. 

There is nothing surprising in his retention of dus childlike vision, 
for he was exposed to the full horrors of life in Regency London in 
the cruellest possible way at die most impressionable age. His being 
sent out at twelve to work at Warren’s blacking factory at Hunger- 
ford Stairs, near Charing Cross, is too well knowm to need relating. 
The important fact is that it left a wound in him that never healed. 
We could guess as much if the passionate indignation of tlic second 
chapter of David Coppcrficld were our only evidence; and David 
was in a sense more fortunate dian Dickens had been. At least his 
parents were dead. It was precisely Dickens’s parents who had 
banished him, as it muse have seemed, to the bl.icking factory. 

When he found himself, a boy of ‘good ability, quick, eager, 
delicate’, suddenly burst into the rat-ridden waaliousc by ibc 
Thames, he was conscious, he tells us in an 3iitobiogr.ipliie,il fr.igtni.nt 
written just before Coppcrficld, of‘a deep sense of .ab.uidonmcnt’. 

He was so affected by the experience fliat lie never even spoke of 
it to liis children; they discovered it for the hrst lime from Forster s 
life of him. And the feeling of abandonment was not due siinpb- to 
the faa that he, a middle-class child who was always liiglil) conscious 
of class, had been consigned to work anrong the I.iboming poor. 
What haunted him was the sense of cmotion.il .ibaiulonmcnt. lie 
worked at the blacking factory only for six montlis, and tlicn s'.as 
taken away because his fatlicr had quarrelled with the ni.m.’.ccr. Hut 
his mother tried to patch up the quarrel so that he could retum to liis 
job. Tliat was the wound that did not he.al. Years l.itcr lie wrote; I 
never afterwards forgot, 1 never sliall forget, ! never c.ui lorger, that 
my mother was warm for my being sent back.’ He never forgot, and 
he never forgave; and lie put Ixis mother in h^tchoias Nicklcby as the 
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exquisitely ridiculous Mrs Nickleby. It seems certain that the experi¬ 
ence, with the circumstances attending it, the abandonment by his 
family, tlic feeling that he was no longer loved or wanted, set up in 
liim a neurotic condition from wliicli he was never able to free 

himself. ^ 

The blacking factory' episode docs not account for Dickens s 
genius, but it docs, I believe, explain some of the forms his gemus 
took, and it throws light on much that is otherwise baffling both in 
his art and his life. It explains why we so often find at the centre of his 
novels the figure of the lost, persecuted, or helpless child: Oliver 
Twist, Little Nell, David, Paul Dombey, Pip, and their near relations 
Smike and Jo, in Bleak House. It explains, too, why their rescue, 
when there is rescue, so often has tlic appearance of a fairy-story 
ending, tlic result of what is sometimes called wisliful thinking, just 
as the deatlis of Little Nell, Paul Dombey, and Jo are dramatizations 
of liis own self-pity. And it explains the dominant mood in which 
liis world is created. It was not at all one of good-humoured accept¬ 
ance of things, but a mood of nightmare compounded of lurid 
melodrama and savage comedy, relieved from time to time by 
unreflecting joy in the absurd and die comic for their own sakes. 

In The IVay of Ail Flesh Samuel Butler apostropliized school¬ 
masters as follows: ‘Never see a wretched little heavy-eyed mite 
sitting on die edge of a choir against your study wall without saying to 
yourselves, “Perhaps this boy is he who, if I am not careful, will one 
day tcU the world what manner of man 1 am . Dickens was the 
wrctclicd little heavy-eyed mite die nineteenth century neglected and 
who told it just what manner of age it was. It made him wthout 
realizing it a violent rcvolution.iry. Li novels hkc Dombey and Son, 
Bleak House, Hard Times, Little Dorrit, and Great Evyeclations the 
onslaught on die age is fundamental. Not much is left of the estate 
lished order when Dickens has done widi it. He is attacking a whole 
social system m all its complexity wherever it seems to him to impede 
or prevent the flow of generous impulse between man and man, the 
exercise of natural kindliness and trust. 

Tliis is why to see Dickens simply as a reformer is to put the 
cnipli.isis on the wrong place. In Oliver Twist, for instance, it does 
not really matter whether Dickens was justified in his attack on the 
poor law or wlicdicr he was writing of workhouses already obsolete 
at die time o f writing. He is concerned not with actual institutions but 
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symbolic ones. Bumble, the first instance of savage comedy in 
Dickens, a grotesque puppet larger than life and rendered ridiculous 
because it is^only by seeing him as ridiculous that Dickens can bear to 
contemplate him at all, is not merely a workhouse master; he is any 
unimaginative and corrupt bureaucratic underling in any system of 
society to wliom power is given, seen from die point of view of the 
victim. Bumble, in other words, is a symbolic character. Similarly 
with Uriah Keep. David Coppcrficld hates his guts, and so docs 
Dickens. He is the epitome of sUmy hypocrisy, of malevolent r.m- 
corous cnv>’ masking itself midcr professions of duty and hunuhty 
But he is sometliing more as well. ‘I’m not fond,’ says David, ot 
professions of humility’; and Hcep’s answer floods one whole aspect 

of Victorian England with light: 

‘There now,* said Uriah, looking flabby and lead-coloured in the 
moonlight. ‘Didn’t I know it? But how little you know of the righttu 
umblcness of a person in my station. Master Coppcrficld! Father and 
me was both brought up at a foundation school for boys; and inother, 
she was likcwisa brought up at a public sort of charitable estabhshmeut. 
They taught us a deal of umblcness ; wc was to be uinblc to this person, 
and umblc to that; and to puU olfour caps here, and to make bows 
there; and always to know our place and abase ourselves before our 
betters. Father got the monitor medal for being umble So did I. 
Father got made a sexton by being umble. Be umblc. y^^h, s.i>s 
father to me. "and youU get on. It was what was always bei.jg dmned 
into you and me at school; ifs what goes down best. Be umble. says 
father, "and you’ll do." And really it ain’t done bad ... 1 m very 
umble to the present moment. Master Coppcrficld. but 1 ve got a htcL 

power/ 

Heep’s speech is a profound comment on die chanty system of the 
age and on the concept of the deserving poor; and Heep is much 
xiLc than a condc figure; he is the symbolic representation o the 
victim of early ninctcentli-century good works havuig his own back 

on the nineteenth century. He is, properly, terrifying. 

Heep is a good example of Dickens's savage comedy. H.s conuc 
charaemrs fall into two groups. When he accepts them w.thout 
intervention of moral scruples, rejoices m them for thcit own sake, 
the result is pure humour: Pickwick, the WeUers Mmawber Boffin, 
or, greatest of them all, Mrs Gamp. When sympatl.y ts withheld or he 
feels a strong moral disgust ot contempt, the result is a character not 
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so much of humour as of savage comedy witli no good nature in it at 
all. These characters arc most evident when he is attacking social in¬ 
justice or flaws in the social code. Bumble, Heep, and Gradgrind arc 
typical figures of savage comedy; ridicule and contempt are poured 
upon them, but they remain monstrous and they territ)’. I suspect, 
too, that in original intention such characters as Pecksniff, Squeers, 
Ch.xdband, Silas Wegg. were to be characters of savage comedy; 
but something happened to them in the process of creation. Humour 
softens them; it is as daough Dickens has torgocten die fuD extent 
of die viciousness he has set out to satirise in his sheer cxuberai* 
joy in the character he has invented; joy in turn has begotten a kind of 
sympathy, even a kind of love, so diat in the end diesc characters 
also exist for dieir own sake, without reference to moral considera¬ 
tions. Silas Wegg is an inst.incc of this process. When he comes out 
widi such a magnificently comic phrase as ‘Since I called upon you 
that evening when you were, as I may say, floating your powerful 
mind in tea,’ we feel diat die current of satire, of moral indignadon, 
has been inhibited; for the character, through the poetry of the comic 
placed in his moudi, has been translated to a realm in wliich moral 
considerations arc strictly irrelevant, Mrs Gamp, of course, is die 
sliujing example in Dickens of what I have called the poetry of die 
comic; onlv a great poet could have invented her; she belongs to the 

same order of ere.ition as Falstafl. 

It has often been noted diat there is no comnuinication bersveen 
the tlnr.Kters in a Dickens novel: they are isolated, selt-soliloquizing 
beings borne along each upon liis balloon of individual fantasy. 
} Icre, it seems to me, Dickens is much truer to the facts of liuiran 


beliaviour tli.m we arc generally prepared to admit, truer at a deeper 
level dian. s.iv, Tliackeray or Trollope, with .il! th.cir greater success 
in rendering die eversdav appearances of people. For what Dickens 
.ilw.iss concentrates <'»n is the obsession.)! element in liis characters. 
rliis is so regardless ('t whether he is describing characters that arc 
Jonnallv comic. In Dombey, for inst.mce. or Carker in the same 
niwcl, or \ leadstone in Oi;r I tu iiJ, Die Lens is concentrating so 

exel’.i'ively on the obsessional element in behaiiour diat lie is invent— 
mg characters that we slic'uld to-d.iy call psychopaths; and psycho- 
p.idis are mc're common than we like to tliink. In tact, no hard and 
I ot line can be drawn between them and the comic eJiaracters; die 
psyehopailiic nature of Heep, for instance, may be obscured by the 
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savage comedy, but it is fundamental to it. It is when die obsessional 
strikes us as mechanically contrived, as with Captain Cuttle, that 
Dickens’s comic characters fail; and it is then, incidentally, diat the 
resulting character is closest to Smollett s. 

The great psychopadiic characters are profoundly disturbing, 
especially since they are a manifestation of Dickens’s increasing 
dissatisfaction widi the society of his day. So that very early on in 
Dickens criticism, at any rate from the time of Bagehot’s essay, the 
later, darker manifestadons of Dickens’s genius began to be deplored. 
Chesterton regretted them, and Heskedi Pearson, in his popular 
biography, goes so far as to state that when Dickens ‘decided to 
abandon the picaresque type of work in which he excelled’, ‘the 
unique portrayer of comical eccentrics had become a commonplace 
novelist.’ I find dais view absurd. Dickens began, of course, as a 
picaresque novelist with his titular hero the merest cypher. Nicholas 
Nicklcby and Martin Chuzzicwit are young men seeking their 
fortunes; they take to die road precisely as Tom Jones or Roderick 
Random did; but we arc not interested in them, we arc interested in 
the people they meet in their traveb. Tliese early novels arc brilliant 
improvisations, in which the only characters and scenes that matter 
to us now arc, very largely, die incidental, whose rekuion to die 
plot, which b in any ease perfunctory, is purely casual. So we read 
Nickleby for die pleasure of meeting die Crummies, the Mantalinis, 
the Squccrscs, and Mrs Nicklcby, Chuzzlcifil for the sake of Pecksniff, 
Mrs Gamp, and the American scenes. We are, rightly, concenied 
mauily with the wonderful gallery of comic characters. But the 
monstrous error of even so fine a critic as Chesterton is that he sees 
Dickens almost wholly in terms of this wonderful g.illcry. Here a 
comment by Humphry House in I'hc Dictictis World is apt: 

It is sometimes said in discussion of Dickens’s tcchnitiuc as a novelist 
that any of his great characters could step out of one book into another 
without materially disturbing the arrangement of cither. But if we try 
to imagine Sam Weller in Our Mutual I'riatd the !iinic.itions of diis 
formal criticism arc at once pl.iin. The physique, features, and com¬ 
plexion of the characters have changed between the two books almost 
as much as tiicir clothes: the grimaces of villains have conformed to a 
new fashion; manners arc so altered that one would as little expect tliat 
Boffin should get drunk as that Jolin Hannon shoirid fight a duel ... 
Everybody b more restrained. Tlic eccentrics and monsters in the earlier 
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books walk through a crowd without exciting particular attention; in 
the latter they are likely to be pointed at in the streets, and are fax^ 
into bitter seclusion; social conformity has taken on a new meaning. 
Silas Wegg and Mr Venus are at odds and ends with their world as 
Daniel Quilp was not. The middle classes arc more self-important, the 
lower less self-assured. London, though vastly bigger in extent, is 
smaller in mystery; it has been opened up by the poliw- The whole 
scene seems narrower, more crowded, and, in a peculiar way, more 
stuffy. The very air seems to have changed in quahty, and to tax the 
powers of Sanitary Reform to the uttermost. In Pickwick a bad smell 
was a bad smell; in Our Mutual Friend it is a problem. 


r| 


That is a first-rate analysis of the change in the Dickens world. 
The first novel in which the change is apparent, in which the old, 
loose, episodic, picaresque form is replaced by formal plot, and the 
subordination of everything in the book to the working out 
plot, is Dombey and Son. Perhaps he was influenced by Mrs Gask^, 
as in later novels he was certainly influenced by Wilkie Collins, who 
was the greatest master of plot of his time; the indebtednesses ^ 
unimportant because tlic change had to come. The great synibol of the 
cliange, in Dickens’s fiction as in the history of the period, is, as 
House points out, the development of the railways: they made, more 
quickly and more tlioroughiy than it is easy for us to imagine, a new 
England, as tlic institution of an efficient Metropolitan Police Force 
made a new London. And the railways killed tlic picaresque novel. 
It had been an admirably flexible form for the portrayal of contrastmg 
social classes: tlie road cut a cross-section through national Iffc. But 
the coach, and pedcstrianism for those who could not afford the 
co.-ich, gave way before the train with its first-, second-, and third-class 
compartments, its much greater speed and its much greater cheapness. 
And the arrival of the train quite literally changed the face of Eng¬ 
land; which is why it is so powerful a symbol of change in Dombey 

and Son. 11. u 

Dickens was essentially a comprehensive novelist; he had to take 

in all classes of society-; the world he was creating was indeed a world 

with all tlie variety of the actual world. So it was necessary that he 

should find a substitute for picaresque. He fotmd it in the novd of 

higlily organi2ed plot. Again House sums up: ‘One of the reasons 

why. in tlic fifties, his novels begin to show a greater complication 

of plot than before, is that he was intending to use them as a vehicle 
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for more concentrated sociological argument.’ He was, in fact, using 
the novel quite deliberately as a vcliicle for the criticism of society, 
and plot — mechanical if you like, artificial, melodramatic, contrived 
out of all resemblance to probabiUty - enabled liim to represent in 
the mirror of his own world a fuller picture of the total society of his 
day than any English novelist has achieved before or since. 

It is possible to make far too many dilhculties about the plots of 
the later novels. They were a necessary structure for him. Dickens 
was not a realistic novelist; his one attempt at sometlung diat may be 
called realistic, David Coppcrjicld, is marv'cllous but a failure: 'He 
begins,’ as Chesterton says, *liis story in a new style and then slips 
b-ack into an old one’; and he did nothing finer than those opening 
chapters that are in a new style. However inadequate wc fmd the 
plots of the novels from Dotiibey and Son onwards wc should not be 
blind to the fact that as novels dicy arc superbly well plaimed. They 
move, these novels, on two distinct and sometimes opposed planes. 
There is the movement of the plot, wliich is mechanical and often 
distorts, as in Great Expectations and Our Mutual Friend, die true shape 
of the book. But there is also the movement of the syinbohsm, and 
this is somcdiing entirely different and something new in our fiction. 
It means that in die last analysis wc respond to die later novels as to 
great poems, for dicir effect is that of poetry, the poctr)*, as David 
Cecil has suggested, of the late Elizabedian drama, die plays of 
Webster and Ford and Tourneur. 

As Dickens grew older his mood became darker; success could not 
heal the wound of his childhood. So, in the later novels, diosc fore¬ 
shadowed by Dontbey and Son, the criticism of his age becomes 
increasingly more radical, the savage comedy more savage, ferocious, 
and contemptuous. The comedy becomes more integrated widi the 
melodrama; and the whole more and more saturated with his sym¬ 
bolism. And his symbolism can only be described by examples. 

The overriding single subject of these later noveb is money, 
which is itself a symbol, and tlie tilings that go wicli money, power, 
position, and so on, (In passing, one may point out, because Dickens 
himself seemed unconsciously aware of it, the symbolic role of 
money in the psychological interpretations of the psycho-analysts, 
who relate it to the faeces.) In Dontbey and Son the symbol of money- 
power is Mr Dombey liimsclf, to whose pride of position as die 
British mercliant everytliing must be sacrificed — affections, wife. 
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children. The money-power he represents drags classes higher, as well 
as lower, than his own into his orbit; he can buy an arbtocratic young 
woman as his second wife. But Dombey, though he does not know 
it, Iiimsclf represents a form of power in its declension: he is the 
British merchant; tlie man of the future is the industrialist And one 
of die nvo great symbols in the book is precisely that of contemporary 
industrLalizadon at its most dramadc; railway development. Through¬ 
out die novel London is being tom dowm and rebuilt to make way for 
the railways; and it is wholly right and proper, and die more powerful 
in its effect for die immense preparation diat has gone to it, that 
Carkcr, die underling who ruins Dombey, should be killed by a train. 

The other great symbol, that of the sea— ‘What arc the wild waves 
saying?’ — the symbol of dcadi and also of life and regeneration, 
is less effective; perhaps because it is less capable of particularization 
and so is more conventional, but also bcc.iusc it is associated with die 
weakest parts of die novel, die self-pity diat diaated the death of Paul 
Dombey and the unconvincing nature of die Dickensian hero, the 
good young man Walter Gay. 

There arc many odier instances of sj'mbolism in the novel; 
sotnctimcs, for instance, it emerges as an extraordinaty’ intensification 
of atmosphere, as in the descriptions of Dombe)’’s house. Even in 
Dombey anj Son, we are in the presence of a rich texture of symbolism 
such as normaliv wo only find in great poetiy’. 

Money, die lust for monov, this time through inlicritance, is the 
theme ot' ISlenk House-, the atuck on the Chancery Court is really 
secondary. The Court of Clianccr\’, Dickens believed, existed to 

f * ^ 

befog the h.iplcss litigants who foiuid themselves caught up in it; 
and as one looks back at the novel, after that wonderful first chapter 
describing November in die City, all the Ch.ancciy parts of the book 
seem to be shrouded in fog. The first chapter, in other words, estab¬ 
lishes the mood of the whole. But among other things, Blcaii House 
is also about Lady Dedlock, who hides a lovc-star\'cd heart under a 
m.isk of aristocratic boredom; .uid as Robert Liddell has said in A 
Treatise on the Novel: ‘If it rains in Lincolnsliirc, it is because it rains 
in the heart of Lady I'iedlock.’ Another instance of SN-mbolism from 
Bleah Hoiuc is the horrible ;uid fantastic account of the deadi by 
spontaneous conibusdon of die gin-sodden rag-and-botdc collector 
Krook, who by virtue of his name symbolizes the whole Chancery 
system. 
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Great Expectations is another variant on the theme of money, 
money as ie agent of isolation, for Pip, perhaps Dickens s finest 
cliaracter in a more or less naturalistic mode, is perverted in his 
natural affectations and cut off from those nearest and most loyal to 
him, by the expectation of money. Again, the wonderful opening 
chapter, the description of the marshes and the confrontation of the 
boy Pip with the escaped convict, sets tlie key to the whole book. And 
here one might note how in Dickens individual characters take on 
enormous symbolic significance: for example, the crazed figure of 
Miss Havisham, dressed always in her wedding finery. Characters 
such as these haunt tlie imagiiiation as no naturalisiicaUy conceived 
personages could do: tliey liaunt because tlicy are not wholly ration¬ 
ally explicable; they have the magical compulsion of figures from the 


unconscious. 

It is the final irony of Pip’s fate tliat tlie money to vhich he owes 
everything is ill-gotten, a convict’s horde. In Our A/ninal frienJ 
tlie criticism of money is even more radical. There the sources of 
Boffm’s wealth arc the dust-piles of liis miserly old employer Hannon. 
Humphry House makes it plain tliat these dust-piles cannot be taken 
as a simple euphemism for rubbish: ‘One of the main jobs of a dust- 
colleaor in Early Victorian London was to collect the contents of the 
privies and die piles of mixed dung and ashes which were made in tlie 
poorer streets; and the term “dust” was often used as a euphemism 
for decaying human excrement, which was exceedingly valuable as a 
fertilizer.’ It is from these extraordinarily sinister dumps of refuse 
that the whole action of Our Afutual Friciiti springs. They loom 
over the book like pit-banks and slag-heaps in an industria! area, and 
they symbolize what for Dickens was the basis of tlie society of his 
day. This can scarcely be questioned when one remembers the charac¬ 
ters of the novel, diosc sharp, scadiing sketelies of the money- 
conscious, the Venccrings, Podsnap, Fledgcby, the Lanuules. 

Any account of Dickens is inadequate. He is the greaicst comic 
novelist in English; he is also die most truly poetic novelist. So far as 
we can label him at all, he was a fantasist, and he forces us to accept 
the world he creates by die sheer compelling power of the intensity 
of his imaginadon. It was an hallucinatory imagination, .and so long 
as he remains widiin die comic and satiric or tl;c melodramatic he 
forces us to sliarc the hallucination. His defects arc many and yet 
scarcely matter. He was a great original. He owed something, m lus 
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early books particularly, to the eightccntli-ccntuiy' novelists — high 
spirits, the joy in rough-and-tumble, the picaresque sequence of 
events; and these he transmitted to later novelists, to Wells, for 
instance, in A/r Polly. But he owed much more to him self. To find 
anything comparable in fiction to his own especial contribution to the 
novel, his sense of symbolism, the hallucinatory intensity of his 
imagination, die huge self-soliloquizing monsters he created, we 
have to go to Dostoevsky and, to a lesser degree, Kafka and James 
Joyce. As for his inrtucnce, how can it be estimated? His work has 
become part of die literary climate within which western man lives. 

3 

‘I do not licsitate to name Thackeray die first,’ said Trollope, 
writing of his contemporaries in the Autobiography. Posterity has a 
different opinion. In his lifetime, and for three or four decades after, 
Thackeray divided die empire of Victorian fiction with Dickens, 
with whom he was paired as inevitably as Broivning with Tennyson. 
What has happened that Thackeray should have toppled from his 
eminence, whereas contemporaries of inferior talent, like Trollope, 
should to-dav be read with an enthusiasm which would have been 
incomprehensible to Victorian critics? 

The short answer is that his talents were so great and the ends he 
set himself such that he has to be Judged by reference to the highest 
levels of the kind of fiction he proposed to write. A great innovator, 
Scott sec standards for Europe. A great original, Dickens set lus own 
stand.nrds. But Thackeray was neither an original nor an imiovator: 
what he set out to do had been done before and would be done again; 
so it is impossible not to sec him in some way in coinpetidon with 
Fielding, with Tolstoy, even with Proust. It is a tribute to his achieve¬ 
ment that wc do sec liim in these terms; but once the comparisons 
arc made it is clear that he suffered from a failure of nerve the peculiar 
conditions of ninctcenth-cenrurs* England are not bv dicmselves 
enough to explain, even tliough it was this very failure that was 
responsible for his immediate immense popularirs'. 

Take I'aiiily Fair, which began serial publicadon in 1847. In tliis 
d.iz2lingly brilliant novel Thackeray was consciously attempting 
what no other English novelist of the time was doing, though George 
Eliot w.as to essay something similar a decade later. As a contributor 
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to Punch he had shown himself as a parodist a blistering critic of the 
falsity, the romantic nonsense, pervading the fiction of the day. With 
Vanity Fair the ends he proposed for himself were realistic, a study 
of men and women as they actually had their being in society; and die 
result was a marvellous panorama of upper middle-class London 
life of the generation beginning about i8io. The sub-title of the 
novel is ‘A Novel without a Hero’: Thackeray aimed at a consciously 
unhcroic novel, a portrayal of modem manners. He succeeded 
superbly. The enormous canvas vibrates with most vividly realized 
characters, one of whom, Becky Sharp, is among the greatest in 
world fiction; and her husband Rawdon Crawley is not much 
inferior. Thackeray conveys the passage of time as few odier novelists 
have been able, and this though the actual time-span of the novel is 
not much more than ten years: we have the illusion of watching Ms 
characters change from youth to middle age and grow old; they are 
plastic to the pressure of events and the years. There arc great scenes, 
the greatest the account of Waterloo, the Waterloo of the civihan 
liangers-on of the army. There is briUiant comedy. And always there 
is the utmost vividness, characters caught as it were in mid-gesture, 
and a wonderful case of narration, a wonderful ability to make rapid 
transitions from scene to contrasted scene. Here is die social hfc of 
man: money is made, money is lost; marriages arc contracted, 
husbands and wives prove no better than they should be; children 
disappoint, and are then the stay of their parents in old age; ambitions 
arc thwarted; the whole business of getting, of social climbing, and 
of putting one over the neighbour, is in full swing. And cvetything 
has the appearance of being completely natural: tMs is social life as it 
is. The only analogue to the novel is IVar and Peace; and that said, 
Vanity Fair is exposed in its inadequacy. 

Where docs the inadequacy lie? Not in die tecMiiquc. Thackeray 
began his writing career as an essayist, and liis approach to fiction 
was that of the natural-boni essayist. His style, urbane, flexible, 
elegant, exquisitely modulated, was based on that of the cightecnih- 
century essayists, Steele and Addison and Goldsmith, and like theirs 
it captures the spirit, the tone, of civilized conversation. Vanity Fair 
is an extended conversation, a monologue. Thackeray, at case, middle- 
aged, a man who has seen the world and has no illusions, is talking to 
his readers. ‘This’, he is saying, ‘is life as I liave known it’; and he 
comments on the action and cliaractcrs as he goes along, makes a 
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generalization, and illustrates it with a brilliant scene, a passage of 
dialogue, which always takes the action a little further and a little 
more brightly illuminates the cliaractcrs. As a way of writing a novel, 
there is notliing at all wrong \vith it. Ever^’thing is open and above 
board. Thackeray is not to be condemned because he generalizes and 
moralizes or even because he button-holes tliat ‘man and brother’ his 
reader, though he certainly docs so to excess. There is only one draw¬ 
back to liis method. Since we are presented with action and character 
through the author’s conversation, wliich is die direct expression of 
the author’s mind, we arc conscious all die time of die quality of liis 
mind. We cannot escape it. Wc cannot escape die point of view 
expressed or the attitude towards life diat dictates the selection of 
incidait and the comment. 

No novelist of genius has given us an analysis of man in society 
based on so trivial a view of Uic. This is implicit in the very tide 
Vdnity Fair, wliicli has a very different meaning for Thackeray 
from that which it had for Bunyan. For Bunyan Vanity Fair repre¬ 
sents the w'hole of sociec)' and indeed all men's activities except one. 
For him, it is the World itself, .and dicrcfore of the Devil. The world’s 
acdvitics arc vanity because they lead to damnation; every moment in 
} 3 unyan immortal souls are in the balance. With Thackeray die word 
vanity and the whole concept of Vanity Fair have undergone a change 
in meaning. In edict he is taking Bunyan's Vanity Fair at die valua- 
tit.»n not ot Christian but ot its most respected inhabitants. He is not 
apprewing, but neither is lie di.^app^oving- mucli. Vanity is no longer 
tli.at which is empey and wordilcss, a snare and a delusion, a trip¬ 
wire on die p.uh to salvation; it is simply self-esteem, the desire to be 
thouglit well of by the world. This, for Thackcrav, has become the 
motive of human behaviour. ‘Wherever there was a man, he saw a 
snob’; and snobber*', tlic jockeying for social position and the pre¬ 
tence to a status rather higher dion tlie person’s true one, he saw as 
the main driving force of man in societv. 

Tills view c*t man has satisfied none of his critics; the amassing of 
‘petty details', as Bagehot tartly observed, ‘to prove that tenth-rate 
people were ever striving to be ninth-rate people.’ No doubt early 
mneteemli-cencur\’ England was ridden with snobbera-. There was a 

* ^ 4 

whole npwaril movement of social classes and a rapid increase in 
wealth that led its possessors to vie for position widi those who 
claimed prestige on the strength of birth or iniicritancc; and when 
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Thackeray describes the life of Mr Osborne, 'the honest British 
merchant’, and his family in Russell Square, he is being an accurate 
observer of social behaviour. It is true also tliat the cult of respecta¬ 
bility must have been the cover for wholesale snobbery on many 
fronts, social, moral, intellectual. Yet the cult contained its element of 
the heroic, and it is the heroic, tlic exercise of virtues for their own 
sake, that finds no place in Thackeray’s view of the world. Dis¬ 
interestedness, where it exists, is the prerogative of tlic stupid and the 
dull, of the Amelias and the Dobbins. 

Thackeray’s novels arc saturated witli a most curious ambiguit)'; 
even the famous irony, and he was a genuine ironist, is often only a 
device by which Thackeray is enabled as it were both to have his cake 
and eat it. Tliis ambiguit)', which takes many forms, was noticed by 
his earliest critics. 'No one’, wrote Dagehot, ‘can read Mr Thackeray’s 
writings without feeling that he is perpetually treading as close as he 
dare to the borderline that separates tlic world which may be de¬ 
scribed in books from the world which it is proliibited so to describe.’ 
It has often been said that Thackeray was in spirit an cightcench- 
century novelist bom out of his time and in the wrong period, that 
the Victorian age crippled him. This is implied in his preface to 
Pendennis, with its appearance of protest against the prudery of the 
age: ‘Since the author of Tern Jotifs was buried, no writer of fiction 
among us has been permitted to depict to his utmost power a Man. 
Wc must drape him, and give him a certain conventional simper, ... 
You will not hear - it is best to know it - what moves in the real 
world, what passes in society, in the clubs, colleges, mess-room - 
what is the life and talk of your sons.’ 

Tills is special pleading. The Hisiory of PenJainis: His Toriuncs twd 
Misfortunes, His Friends and His Greatest Encniy was published in 
mondily parts from 1848 to 1850. It was, the preface suggests, to 
have been Thackeray’s Tom Jones to the extent the age would allow 
Iiim to write it. The excuse would be more convincitig if wc did not 
have Adam Bede to set beside it. As an embodiment of a sensual and 
sexually attractive girl, Hetty Sorrel is worth all Thackeray s young 
women put together, and it is her intensely natural efleet on Artliur 
Donnithorac that makes liim, as I'liomnie nioycn scnsut l. a much finer 
rendering of a young man than Arthur Pendennis is ever permitted 
to be. 

As a novelist, Tluckcray was completely iiJubitcd where the 
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portrayal of women and of sex was concerned. For a novelist pur¬ 
porting to give a realistic representation of men and women in society, 
tliis was fatal. His was truly a crippled talent: for this the age cannot 
be blamed, tliough the effects of his psychological lameness chimed 
%vith the sentiment of the age. In Thackeray’s novels women are 
cither good or bad; either Amelia Sedley or Becky Sharp, either 
Laura Bell or Blanche Amoiy', either Lady Casdewood or Beatrix. 
There is no doubt which of the two kinds stimulated his imagination: 
it is on Becky, Blanche, and Beatrix that his creative love is bestowed: 
they steal all the scenes in which they appear. Of the good women, 
Amelia and Mrs Pendennis are quite frankly depicted as stupid almost 
to the point of imbecility. Yet again the ambiguity intervenes: their 
stupidity' and its consequences, tlieir lives as doting mothers and 
‘tender little parasites’, arc condoned and even applauded at die very 
moment that they are being remorselessly exposed. In the presence of 
the 'good woman’, however moronic, Tiiackeray’s satire is suspended 

in favour of liis sentimentalicv. 

# 

Professor Grcig, in his Thackerny. A Rccousidcratioti, convincingly 
lays bare the sources of Thackeray’s iiiliibition. When dealing with 
women, ‘lie was dominated and controlled by his tutelary spirit, his 
mother’; and tliis condition was intensified by liis marriage, which, 
after four years, was no marriage. There is even evidence, in liis 
comment on Mrs Pcndciinis’s attitude to Blanche Amory’, ‘I have no 
doubt dicre is se.xual jealomy on die mother’s part’, that he was 
aware of soniediing of the significance of his relation to liis mother. 
In any case, it meant diac he was not master of a large area of his 
material, and that area was one of die utmost importance in a novelist 
who wished to describe men and women as thev are. Professor Grciii 
notes further that the ‘purity’ of his heroes is ‘almost as obtrusive as 
IGng Charles’s licad in die compositions of Mr Dick’. Which may be 
indicative of his teclings of guilt not only towards liis modicr but also 
towards the ins.inc wde to whom he remained faithful. Amelia Sedlev 
was modelled on her; and pcriiaps die lapses into sentimentality in the 
presence of good women were a necessary defence mechanism. So 
too, perhaps, liis atritude towards liis ‘bad women’. For one of the 
striking things about them, about Becky and Blanche and Beatrix, is 
tli.ic chough we are always and immediately convinced of their 
brilli.mce and their magnetism, they' never appear to us as sexually 
magnetic. There arc times when diis works to Thackeray’s advantage. 
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Rationally, it is obvious that Becky is Ste>'nc’s mistress. Yet, since she 
is rendered quite without sexuality, Tliackcray’s disingcnuovis com¬ 
ment, ‘What had happened? Was she guilty or not? She said not; but 
who could tell what was truth wliich came from those lips; or if tliat 
corrupt heart was in this case pure?’, is made to seem ratlier less pre¬ 
posterous than it otherwise would be. Thackeray’s ‘bad women arc 
cold, even when beautiful. They are egoists, on the make socially, 
not sexually. This means that the temptations Thackeray’s young 
men, weak though they may be in other respects, triumphantly witli- 
stand are not particularly convincing as temptations. 

Tliis emotional fixation on the ‘good woman’, for all it was the 
‘bad’ that aroused his creative energy, had another result, especially 
apparent in Vanity Fair, in the character of Becky. Becky is one of the 
most completely and roundly conceived in all fiction. She is for the 
most part so unerringly dra\vn that she enters uito our knowledge as 
a creature of flesh and blood might do; so much so th.u we know for 
a certainty when Thackeray’s pencil slips, when - and tliis is how wc 
feel then - he lies about her. Perhaps the core of Becky is her good 
humour; ambition is secondary'. The truth about her is surely con¬ 
tained in her soliloquy on visiting Sir Pitt and Lady Crawley: I 
think I could be a good woman if I had five thousand a year. 
Thackeray lies about her three times: when she boxes her son s cars 
for listening to her sing (the whole relationship between her and 
young Rawdon is suspect: it is as though Thackeray cannot allow a 
‘bad woman’ to have, however faintly, the normal feelings of a 
mother); when she blames her husband, in the most melodramatic 
ternts, to Stcync, after he has discovered she had cmbe2zled the 
money he gave her to pay Briggs; and when in the last p.iges it is 
alleged that she murdcredjoe Sedlcy for liis insurance money. These 


actions are flagrantly out of character. 

But perhaps the simplest lest of Thackeray’s comp.irative fiilure as 
a novelist is merely to turn from Vanity Fair, Fsniotitl, and llie 
Newcomes to Adam Bede. The Mil! on the Floss, and MiddUmarch. 
George Eliot was a much more severe inor-ilist, and she felt herself as 
free to comment on her characters and their behaviour. She too was 
attempting a broad picture of life that should be recognizably true 
to life as generally observed. She is just as aware of tlic power of 
money and of the nuances of class di.stinction. Yet hers is .an enor¬ 
mously richer picture of human behaviour. Her characters arc suffer- 
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iiig, thiiikijig beings; they are t!ic battle-ground of moral struggle. So 
that, diough she lacks die brilliance and surface graces of Thackeray, 
George Eliot sadsfics us much more completely. For what finally 
distinguishes one novelist from another, what makes one greater than 
another, is the sense we have of the author’s response to life. It is 
difficult not to see Thackeray as a man defeated by Ufe; his response 
to it was muffled and faint, inadequate cidicr to a great realist or to a 
great satirist. Had he been a lesser writer it would have mattered less; 
but reading liiin, wc arc conscious always of the gulf between his 
n.itive talent and what the talent produced. 

He is, then, in the second rank oi our novelists. Once tliis is recog¬ 
nized, Ills merits stand out in shining clarity. Tliough marred in 
cxecudon partly as a result of his own laziness, to which the demands 
of serial publication contributed, partly because he was not creadvely 
a free agent, I ’aiiity Fair remains a most impressive achievement. 
For die most part it is superbly organized, built up on a complex 
system of contrasts, at die centre of which arc Becky and Amelia. 
It is die inter-relation between dicse two sharply opposed types of 
womanhood, who arc yet intimately linked, diat sets the plot in 
motion and winds it up; and round them arc grouped any number of 
ch.iracters who range themselves in balanced opposites; old Scdlcy 
and old Osborne, George and Rawdon, old Sir Pitt and the Marquis 
of Steyne, .ind so on; \sid), as Professor Grcig has pointed out in Ills 
admirable analysis ot the structure of tlic novel, cross-groupings 
introduced so as to avoid the monotony of too iormal a pattern: 
tieorge and Dobbin, Rawdon and young Sir Pitt, old Sir Pitt and 
Bute, and many otlicrs. Ac the same time, there is a symmetry and 
balance of.action, one halt ot each paired couple rising in fortune as 
th.‘ otlicr falls. 

It is not wholly sustained. After W'aterloo, the book appears 
r.ithcr as a sandwicli made out ot two distinct novels; die principle of 
contrast, between Becky and Amelia, is kept up, but die organic 
rclacionsliip between them is gone; to be resumed in the last diaptcrs 
wiicn dicy come together again at Pumpernickel. But what stands 
out is the cold originaliry of the work. In die cxccudon of its design 
It fills short of Ti'in Jones, to wliich in diis respect it is obviously 
indebted. But in aiioclier, just as important, Thackeray had broken 
dean .iwav from Fielding, as no odicr novelist in Englisii had done. 
Thackcr.iy sweeps away completely the whole mechanism of mystery 


THE EARLY VICTORIANS 


i8i 


ia the form of dubious births, missing heirs, suppressed wills, and so 
on. The movement that carries the novel forward derives entirely 
from the characters and their relations to one anotlicr. And here, in¬ 
deed, yanity Fair has never been surpassed. Where, before him, 
could you find a principal character killed off oft-stage before the 
novel has run half its course: ‘No more firing was heard at Brussels — 
the pursuit roUed miles away. Darkness came down on the field and 
city; and Amelia was praying for George, who was lying on his 
face, dead, with a bullet througli his heart.’ Even to-day, more tlian a 
century after it was written, it strikes one as one reads by its boldness, 
and also its fidchty to die experience of life. 

In those areas of experience where he is. creatively, a free agent, 
where he is dealing with the social life of m.m purely and simply, 
Thackeray is unassailable, and no novel is richer than Vanity lair 
in beauries of sharp, satirical characterization embodied in incisive 
scenes and swift and flawless dialogue. They arc so m.uiy, to recite 
them wotild be tedious; but the chapters leading up to Waterloo must 
be picked out. They make one of tlic most sustained - perhaps the 
most sustained — pieces of narrative writing in English fiction; a 
triumph, and a very complex triumpli at that, of ironical comedy 
shot through widi pathos and with the sense of life going on in spite 
of suffering. 

Vanity Fair remains the quintessential Thackeray. As he grew 
older he became more and more at die mercy of his defects; and his 
creative range was much more limited than we might first suppose 
from the size of the canvases; so dint liis last fully complete novel, 
Phiiipy is now almost unreadable. Pciniftniis is a brilliant wreck; a 
wreck because from its very theme — it is a strongly autobiogr.iphical 
novel — it is dominated by his inhibitions. Where he is .able to dodge 
these it is as good as anything he wrote, apart from the Waterloo 
passages of Vanity Fair. Tlie opening cliapters are wonderful - tlie 
scenes with Major Pcndcnnis, young Pen’s iiifatuatic'n with the 
splendid La Fothcringay, and Pen at Oxford. lliLrcaffer, we read 
on for the sake of more of Major Pciultrinis, of Costig.in, and of 
Pen s adventures as a journalist. 

Many cridcs have considered Thackeray’s finest work to be EstnonJ. 
It is certainly liis most considered and contains some of his finest 
effects. It gains in structure by not having been written for seriali- 
zadon; while the technical problem it presented, that of narrating 
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events which had occurred in the reign of Queen Anne from die 
standpoint of one who had taken part in them but was writing in the 
days of George II, helped gready to overcome some of Thackeray’s 
weaknesses in dealing with his owm time. At least we are free of ic 
obsession witli snobs and snobbery. This story of love set in the 
Augustan age is, indeed, a remarkable tour dc force, and in Beatrix it 
contains one of Tliackeray’s best characters. It is a richly composed 
book and exists in the memory perhaps as a seoics of gloudng picttircs, 
like the famous virtuoso description of Beatrix descending die stair¬ 
case of Walcote House. This is in fact how Esmond remembers 
the events he shared in thirt}' )'ears earlier: he is transcribing memories 
diat arc still coloured for him with the romantic ardour his boyhood 
brought to the incidents themselves. Thackeray reconstructs the life 
of Queen Anne’s London and Queen Anne’s army wth consummate 
skill; his master)' of its detail is complete. Yet it may be doubted 
whether £s/uond succeeds in being more dian a reconstruction, 
whether it becomes a recreation. Trollope especially admired 
Thackeray’s style in this novel, his solution of the problem that faces 
all historical novelists, the devising of a language that <hall be an 
acceptable compromise between die idiom of the times written about 
and that of the time of writing. Widi a skill and literary sensibility 
diat da2zlc, Thackeray modulated his own prose to that of die early 
eighteenth ceiituiy, and lie succeeded in producing somcdiing that is 
not pastiche, recognizably liis o\vn, and yet suggests Steele. It is an 
impressive acliievcmcnt; but for all that, jEsitwnd never suggests 
what it sets out to be, an eiglitecnth-cciitury work written by a man 
who is an elderly contemporary of Fielding and Smollett. It is 
thorouglily mid nineteenth century in feeling, and the central weak¬ 
ness ol the novel lies in the character of Esmond liiinsclf, an early 
Victorian if ever there was one. 


4 

Mrs Gaskell as a novelist is not quite easy to judge. One’s first 
impulse is always to overpraise her, because there shines through 
her work the personahty of a w'hoUy admirable woman in harmony 
with the society in wliich she finds herself. Apart from her writing, 
she had a full lilcas the wife of a Unitarian minister in Manchester and 
the mother of a large family; she had, in large measure, what may be 


THE EARLY VICTORIANS 183 

called the serenity of the fulfilled; and in her writing her twm qualities 
of compassion and humour appear as aspects of her serenity. 

This is most apparent in her most successful works, Cranford (1853) 
and Wives and Daughters (1864-^). Here, she is content to do what she 
can do well, and the results arc charming. Li Cranford die quiet 
humours and the equally quiet disasters of the Uves of middle-class 
ladies in a small country town are caught perfectly. The society 
delineated is almost entirely feminine, and the work is a little triumph 
of Utcrary tact. The narrator is at once of and outside the society 
described, detaclied enough to know diat it is comic and to rejoice in 
the comedy, but her affection for it such that no comedy was ever less 
satirical: the humour is an expression of love, the love that would not 
have its objea changed however absurd it may seem to die world 
outside. 

Mrs Gaskcll is only less successful in Wives and Daughters because 
she is working on a large scale. Wives and Daughters is a ver\’ per¬ 
ceptive rendering of the class-structure of a provincial society as seen 
from the position of a doctor’s d.iughtcr. It b, in other words, exactly 
the kind of social comedy in which women novelists traditionally 
excel. It contains in die character of Cyndiia Kirkpatrick one of the 
most striking young women in EngUsh fiction. Wlicrc Mrs Gaskcll 
fails is where so many women novelists have failed; in die con¬ 
vincing delineation of men. The failure is by no means absolute, but 
one is aware, even at the best, of discontinuities in presentadon; she 
cannot sec all the w-ay round diem. 

Yet if Mrs Gaskcll had kept wiiliin the limits of her talent, as in 
Cranford and Wives and Daughters, it is very doubtful whether her 
claim to importance as a novelist would seem much more tlian Miss 
Mitford’s. It was, in a sense, a virtue in Mrs Gaskcll that she did not 
know her place as a novelist, and very imperfect as Mary Barton 
(1848) and North and South (1855) are, it is on these novels that her 
reputation mainly rt*sts. 

For her serenity existed side by side with a vigorous .and cour¬ 
ageous social conscience, of wliich these novels are the fine expres¬ 
sion. They are flawed, as so many Victorian novels are, because of die 
audior’s obhgation to fill up three volumes irrespective of whether 
her talent could sustain diem. Mrs Gaskell’s could not, and she had 
to fall back on the ‘properties’ of the novel of the period and on 
the sensationalism, die set pieces of violence, expected of the novelist 
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almost as a matter of course. Mrs Gaskell failed when it came to 
violence, but Mary Barton and North and Sotuh are carried along on 
the depth of licr pitv and her understanding. Her theme in these novels 
was what was called 'The Condition of England' question, the clash 
between capital and labour. Why there should be unemployment and 
how working men sirould behave when their families were starving 
were questions to which she could give no convincing answer, but 
she knew exactly wliy the condition of England was worse than it 
need be, whv, iii fact, it led to class-war. In Mary Barton, the heroine’s 
father John Barton becomes a murderer and her aunt Esther a prosti¬ 
tute, a fate Mar)’ herself narrowly escapes; and for n\'o of these 
disasters tlic personal irresponsibiUt)' of a capitalist is to blame. 
When tile workers’ deput.ition met tlie mill-o\%’ncrs, 

... up sprang Mr Henry Carson, the head and voice of the* violent 
party amotig the masters, and addressi?ig the chairman, even before 
the scowling operatives, he propv>sed some rosolutitms, wliich he, and 
tlmse who agreed with him, had been concocting during this absence 
of the deputation. 

They were, firstly, witiidrawing the proposal just made, and declar¬ 
ing all ei'innuinicatioa between the masters and that particular Trade 
Union .It an end; secondly, declaring that no master would employ 
any workman in future, unless he signed a declaration that he did not 
belong to any Trade Union, and pledged himselt not to assist or 
subscribe to .iny society, having tor its object interference with die 
masters' powers; and. diirdly, diat the masters should pledge them¬ 
selves to pr<.5tCk.t and encourage all workmen willing to accept employ¬ 
ment on those conditions, and at rhe rate of wage* first otfered ... 
Hatiy Carson went e'n to chai.ieterize the conduct of the workmen in 
no measured terms; every word he spoke rendering dicir looks more 
lis id, their gkiriiig eyes more fierce . .. 

Now there had been some by-play at this mcs‘ting, not recorded in 
file ManchcsicT newspapers ... 

\s liilc the men b.ad scoi'd grouped near the door, on dicir first 
emrance, .Mr Harry Carson hast taken out liis silver pencil, and had 
drawn jn admirable carieatiirc ot them - Link, ragged, dispirited, and 
famiiic-striikcn. Umlenieath he wrote a hasty quot.ition from the fat 
kniglit's well-kiiowii speech in Henry IN-'. 

Having- sliow n the drawing ts' the others, lie dirows it carclesslv into 
tile hre. It tails short, aini alter the meeting one ot the workmen 
returns and sa\s to the waiter: ‘There's a bit on a picture up yonder. 
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as one o’ the gentlemen threw away; I’ve got a little lad at home as 
dearly loves a picture; by your leave I’ll go up for it.’ It is the shock 
to the v.’orkers of the imensitiveness and brutality towards hungry 
men revealed in the caricature that precipitates the murder John 
Barton commits. The episode - and in this respect it is one of many - 
still has power to move. 

Mary Darlon was Mrs GaskcU’s first novel; h’orth an/i Somlt was 
her fourth and a much better one: it has an interest to-day bevond 
that of Mrtry Dartoit, which survives largely as an historical tlocunieut 
illustrating early Victorian attitudes to a social problem and the early 
Victori.an fear, wliich amounted almost to hysteria, of the poor. 
Norih and South, for one thing, remains much more closely in its 
author’s range of talent. The most important tlieme is still tiie class- 
war, but we arc allowed to see it from the point of view of someone 
wlio is an outsider and a woman. Margaret Hale, one of Mrs Gaskell’s 
most spirited heroines and an excellent deluieation of a serious and 
proud young woman, comes to Milton (Manchester) because her 
father, having been led by intellectual doubt to resign his clergvman’s 
orders, has found a post there as tutor to a young mill-owner, John 
Thornton. It is typical of Mrs Gaskcli’s limitations as a novelist 
that wliilc she very well conveys tlic consequences in terms of material 
prosperity of Hale’s honesty, we arc givcii no clue to the nature of 
his doubt; so that in cffca the doubt itself becomes unreal to us and 
Hale liimself unmotivated. But his beliaviour brings Margaret to 
Manchester, and in the clash between her and Tliornton we have a 
first-rate study, still relevant, of the cl.ish between tlic Soutli and the 
North. To Margaret the North is barbarous and uncouth, tlic neg.i- 
tion of civilization. In no other Victorian novel does one get tlie sense 
so strongly of England as two nations, not Disraeli’s two nations of 
the rich and the poor, but the two nations of the agricultur.il, leiul.d, 
Trollopcan Soutli and the industrial Nortli. This approach to the 
North from the outside gives her novel real autliority; we discover 
the Nortli as Margaret Hale discovers it. 

We discover it especially in the Jiard, self-confident manufacturer 
John Thornton. Thornton is much Mrs Gaskell’s most successful 
male cliaracccr and as a man is much more convincing than any of 
Charlotte Bronte’s. He is not a dream-figure; he has been observed by 
a woman who knows tlie world and is judged in the novel by a girl 
of li^h spirits, intelligence, and assured values. They arc not liis, and 
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out of the clash between their values arises a good part of Thornton’s 
rcalic)'. And Mrs Gaskcll is particularly successful in rendering him in 
his public aspects, through those qualities that make lum a Manchester 
mill-owner of tlie period. There is, for example, the remarkably 
accurate scene in wliich Thornton and tlie strike-leader Higgins 
come together, dirough Margaret’s mediation, in a sort of wary 
friendship based on their knowledge of each other as enemies: 

‘Yo'vc called me impudent, and a liar, and a mischief-maker, and 
yo’ might ha’ said \vi’ some truth, as I were now and then given to 
drink. An’ I ha’ called you a tyrant, an’ an oud bull-dog, and a hard, 
cruel master; that’s where it stands. But for th’ didder. Measter, do yo’ 
think we can e’er get on together?’ 

‘Well!’ said Mr Thornton, half laugliing, ‘it was not my proposal 
that we should come together. But there’s one comfort, on your own 
showing. We neither of us can think much worse of the odicr than wc 
do now.’ 

•That’s true.’ said Higgins, reflectively. Tve been thinking, ever sin’ 

I saw you, what a mercy it were yo’ did na take me on, for that I iie cr 
saw a man whom I could less abide. But that s maybe been a hasty 
judgment; and work’s work to such as me. So, measter. I’ll come; and 
what’s more, I thank yo’; and that's a deal fro’ me,’ said he, more 
frankly, suddenly turning round and facing Mr Thornton fully for the 
first time. 

‘And tins is a deal from me,’ said Mr Thornton, giving Higgins’s 
h.ind a good grip. ‘Now mind you, come sharp to your time,’ con¬ 
tinued he. resuming the master, ‘i’ll have no laggards at my mill. 
What fuics we h.ivc, we keep pretty sharply. And the first time 1 catch 
you making miscliicf, off you go. So now you know where you are.’ 

‘Yo’ spoke of my wisdom this moniing. I reckon I may bring it wi’ 
me; or would yo’ rayther have me ‘bout my brains?’ 

■'Bout your brains if you use them for meddling witli my business; 
witli your brains if you can keep diem to your own.' 

‘I shall need a deal o' brains to setdc where my business ends and 
yo’rs begins.' 

It is for tlic perception of passages such as tliis tliat wc value Mrs 
Goskell. hi tlicm she is rivalled by no otlicr novelist of her time or 
for many years after. 

Mrs Gaskell’s merit lies in her recognition of tlie actual situation 
of the world slic lived in. What she knew at first hand she could de¬ 
scribe freshly and wdtli a due sense of its importance. It was a con¬ 
siderable acliicvcmcnc, but not one by which wc may adequately 
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measure that of the Bront«, except perhaps that of Anne, with her 
study of the governess’s Ufe in Agues Grey and her portrait of a 
drunkard’s degeneration in The Tenant of Hall, h^ both she 

was writing out of her own observation; but if it were not for the 
fame of her greater sisters, Anne would liardly be read to-day. Of her 
sisters, Charlotte failed when she attempted an>'thing comparable to 
Mrs Gaskell, such as Shirley, while Emily never had to try an>Thing 
comparable at all. In a sense, Charlotte’s greatness consists entirely in 
her deviation from the Gaskell norm. Emily, a mucii greater writer. 


was a law to herself. 

With the exception only of Dickens, the Brontes have proved the 
most widely popular of English noveUsts. One reason for tliis is 
doubtless the story of their Uves with its circumstances of loneliness 
and tragedy. It haunts the memory of all who encounter it like a 
powerful romantic novel, but a novel which if written would cer¬ 
tainly appear too romantic, charged with too great an intensity, to be 
convincing; four geniuses and four tragic deaths in one novel are tlirec 
too many of each. The Brontes, then, have become the objects of a 
cult; it is natural enough that it should be so, though it ntakes more 
difficult the estimation of Charlotte’s wortli as a novelist; Emily s not 

even the most idolatrous worship can affect. 

We know a great deal about tlie self-contained, self-absorbed 
early family life of tlic Brontes in the isolation of the rcctor>' at 
Hawordi; wc know how they grew up in the private worlds of day¬ 
dream, the ideal universes of tlic Great Glass Town of Angria, whicli 
was originally the common property of the four of them but later 
shared by Charlotte and Branwcll only, and the Gondal of Emily and 
Anne. The booklets which contain them, of wliich a hundred survive, 


amounting in length to die total published output of the three sisters, 
have enormous value for the light dicy throw on the psychology of 
literary creation; yet the novels themselves arc as revelatory* T 
are the products of immense solitude, of tlic imagination tumcc 
inwards upon itself, and of ignorance of the world outside Haworm 
and literature.With Emily this docs not matter: It ts 

is a work of art self-contained and complete as very few novels are: 
one can only read and Nvondcr, It is perhaps tlic index of Char otte s 
achievement, however, that she needs to be read in adolcscaicc; 
come to her work after diat and a considerable act of imagination is 


called for before she can be read widi sympathy. 
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Fundamental to all her novels is the pupil-master relationship, 
whicli is her rationalization, based on her own limited experience of 
hfc outside Haworth, of one of the commonest sexual dreams of 
women: the desire to be mastered, but to be mastered by a man so 
lofty in liis scorn for women as to make dtc very fact of being 
mastered a powerful adjunct to the woman’s self-esteem. It is a fantasy 
with obvious alTinities with the Cinderella story; tlic man stoops 
down, as it were, from a great height. But it goes a step beyond die 
Cinderella story in sophisucation. The wom.-m triumplis not merely 
because slie compels die proud man to stoop. Phyllis Bentley has 
argued chat Ji^ne Eyre is much more than ‘a mere “escape” romance 
because Jane does not ‘enjoy a complete, unreal triumph’; she is left 
with a half-blind husband. It would indeed be absurd to condemn 
Jtifie Eyre as a novel of escape, >’ct diat Rochester should be half bhnd 
.and almost helpless at tlic end is the sign of the uncompromising 
nature of Charlotte Brontii’s fantasy: the proud man is struck in his 
pride by Nemesis. Wlicn he is helpless it is the woman s turn to 
stoop ; Rochester’s mutilation is the symbol of Jane’s triumph in die 
battle of the sexes. 

Svnopsize it, and the storv of Jittic Eye immediately becomes 
nonsense. For \'ears Mr Roclic’itcr has kept a lunatic witc on die 
tiiirLl rioor of liis coinitrs’ house, in the charge of a gin-drinking 
servant, and none of the other ser\-jnts, or J.uie Ei re, die govcnicss 
of Rochester’s i!Ie!;;itim.ue cluld, in die least suspects her c.xistcncc. 
rile lioiise resounds with demoniac laughter; she attemprs to burn 
lier husband in his bed; she bites her brother when he visits her; and 
on the e\ c of Tine’s marriage to Rochester she eomes into Jane’s room 
at the dead of night and tears her britl.il veil in halt. Again, Rochester 
h.is no scruples about bigainv; lie calmly proposes - having wooed 
Ikt under the guise of a fortune-telling old g'P'S' woman at one oi his 
own dinner parries — to marts' lane, who is eighteen years old, and 
when lie h.Ls fuleil to trick her into a bogus marriage, proposes that 
she should become his mistress. She retu-scs, and still adoring Ihm and 
iinresencfui of hi.s behaviour, runs awa\', spends her last coin on her 
cisacli fare, and scours the coumrv on foot until worn out, iialt 
starved and soaked to the skin, she drops down at die trout door ot 
tile Ikuisc i>f her tlircc cousins, whose existence she has not known 
before. There she tinds she is the heiress ot an miclc who has lett her 
/]ao,ooo, wlii>.h she promptly shares between her cousins and her- 
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self. One of tKem, the Rev. St John Rivers, is going to India as a 
missionary and decides Jane must accompany him, and, tliough 
neither is in love with the other, marr>’ liim. Jane, witli no interest in 
missions, agrees to go with him, but not as his wife. Rivers insists on 
marriage, and just as she is on the point of yielding Jane hears a 
phantom voice calling out of the night, “Jane! Jane! Jane!”’ She 
recognizes Rochester’s voice and runs into the garden cr) ing, ‘ “Where 
are you f” ’ There is no reply. ‘ “Down superstioon!’’ ’ she tells herself. 

‘ “Tliis is not thy deception, nor thy witchcraft, it is die work of 
nature. She was roused, and did - no miracle - but her best.” ’Jane 
hastens back to Thomficld, learns diat Mrs Rochester has again 
fired the house and diat a burning beam has fallen on Rocliestcr and 
blinded him, the wretched woman luving been killed jumping oflf 
the roof Jane finds Rochester and marries liiin. He partially recovers 
his sight, and diey have a cliild. 

Jane Byre is as absurd in its own way as The Castle of Otranto 
or anything in Mrs RadcUffe. Yet to describe it simply as a wish- 
fuLfilmcnt dream is to fail to take into account die calibre of the 
dreamer. Dream it may be, but the dream of a tremendously real 
person. Of Jane Eyre’s reality there is never the slightest question; 
she is there from beginning to end, a young woman not of passion 
alone but of genuine intellectual quality too. She is not a particularly 
attractive heroine; she is much too conscious of licr moral and mental 
superiority; she has wit but neither humour nor self-criticism, and her 
creator is as unaware of her deficiencies as she is herself This is merely 
to say that Jane Eyre is a highly subjective novel, as subjective as 
Byron’s Childc Haroldc or Lawrence’s Sons and Lovers, and J.ine as 
much a projecdon of her author as Harold and Paul Morel arc of 
theirs. Indeed, Charlotte Bronte’s resemblance to Byron is quite 
striking; one might say that she is the female answer to Byron; and 
it is in this sense that Jane Eyre is the first romantic novel in English. 
Everything in die novel is staked upon the validity of its author’s 
sensibility; Charlotte Bronte is concerned with truth to her own 
feelings; the v.iluc of the feelings she never questions, it is taken for 
granted because they arc her own. 

It is in this intense, intransigent subjectivity that the tremendous 
power of Jane Eyre, together widi its unity, resides. As a novel it 
derives at least as much Grom literature as from life, and perhaps 
Charlotte Bronte drew no very clear distinction between die two. In 
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the whole conception and rendering of the incarceration of the mad 
Mrs Rochester in the attic at Thomficld are recapitulated, more 
vividly than they had ever been before, the horrors of the Gothic 
novel of Mrs Radcliffe. If it were not for the unity of tone, Jane Eyre 
would be incoherent, for as a construction it is artless. Yet because of 
the unity of tone, the melodramatic incredibilities scarcely matter; 
they are false to observed reality but not false to Charlotte Bronte s 
shaping dream ; they represent, indeed, the triumph of the dream over 
reality. And the units' of tone is established on the first page of the 
novel, when wc meet Jane Eyre as a small girl at the Reeds, the terrif^'- 
ingly lonely child in the alien atmosphere, already a rebel, defying 
the world about her on the strength of her own feelings of right and 
wrong and of her innate consciousness of superiority. This first part 
oijane Eyre is one of die finest and most moving renderings of lonely 
and proud cliildhood we have-a high peak in English fiction; and 
however improbable the situations in wliich Jane finds herself later, 
it is the same Jane who is among them, dominating them; and since 
wc are inside her mind wc accept the improbabilities as subjective dis¬ 
tortions of reality. Mr Rochester is a monster; the di.alogucs bewcen 
liim and Jane arc absurd, but dioy arc absurd only on his side, be¬ 
cause he is a figment of Charlotte Bronte’s imagination, a dream- 
figure, whereas die author hcrselt, or her projecdon of herself in 
I.uie. is wliollv re.il. Rochester is not so much a man as a most 
powerful symbol of virilir>'. If, as has been said, he is a school¬ 
girl’s dream of a man, dicn one can only retort that die schoolgirl 
who dreamed him may not have been very pleasant but was certainly 
vers' remarkable. 

Shirley is much more susccpdblc to cridcism because there Char¬ 
lotte Bronte, in an attempt to write a novel diac should give a picture 
of a certain socicti- at a certain time, went outside the limits of her 
genius. She was essaying a work striedy comparable with Mrs Gas- 
kcll's, a study of the conHict between workers .and employers in die 
West Riding weaving industr\' during the years immediately before 
181 s. Its weakness is that, from its vera' nature, she could no longer 
rely on her subjectivity’. There is once again the pupil-m.astcr theme, 
indeed two variants of it, and in the brodicrs Moore there are two 
Rochesters, diminished and tamed to fit an action and a backgroimd 
tliat had to be broadly realistic. The older men cliaracters — the Tory 
parson, Mr Hcistone, and the Yorksliire mill-owner Mr Yorke — are 
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well enough done, but the trio of curates, a race Charlotte Bronte 
held in especial contempt, are a bore and show how small a sense of 
the comic she possessed. The omniscient narrator is also a bore; we 
are nagged, bullied, lectured endlessly. What remains - and it is con¬ 
siderable — is the rendering of the two heroines of the novel, Caroline 
Helstonc and Shirley Kceldar. Shirley Keeldar is always supposed to 
be a representation of Emily Bronte as she might have been had she 
been bom to wealth and social position. She is truly one of tlie most 
vital and attractive of Victorian heroines; she has all Jane Eyre s and 
Lucy Snowe’s spirit, pride, and wit without their envy and rancour. 
Wealth has made her any man’s equal, and she is in awe of no man 
except perhaps Louis Moore. 

Yet excellent as Shirley is. I fmd the much more subdued Caroline 
as interesting. She has no money and no position, is merely Helstonc s 
niece and ward, the offspring of an unfortimatc marriage. We ma) 
take her as Charlotte Bronte’s cri de c<£ut in thU novel. She is a rebel, 
although for the most part a sUent one, a rebel against the ordamed 
position of tire Victorian middle-class unmarried woman. Conscious 
of talent in herself, she is also conscious of its waste, and she seeks 
the right to work, the right to economic independence even if it is 
only that of the governess; but until Shirley comes to live in the 
village, her isolation is such that her dreams arc incommunicable, as 
wc see when she tells her uncle she wishes to be a governess. You 
shall go to Cliff Bridge,’ he tcUs her; ‘and there are t^vo gumcas to 

buy a new frock ... ’ 


‘Uncle, I wish you were less generous, and more 
‘More what?’ 

Sympathizing was the word on Caroline’s lips, but it was not 
uttered; she checked herself in time. Her uncle would indeed have 
laughed if that namby-pamby word had escaped her. Finding her 

silent, he said: , 

‘The fact is. you don’t know precisely what you want. 

‘Only to be a governess.’ 

•Pooh! mere nonsense! I’ll not hear of govcrncssing. Don t inention 
it again. It is rather too feminine a fancy. I have fmished breakfast, ring 
the bcU; put all crotchets out of your head, and run away and amuse 

yourself.’ • . 1 

•What with? My doll?’ asked Caroline to herself as she quitted the 

room. 
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The distinctive atmosphere tliat pervades the lives of Charlotte 
Bronte’s heroines is loneliness, a loneliness almost intolerable; they 
are marooned in themselves by circumstances and also by their very 
sensibility and intelligence, and they arc forced to cat their souls out 
in waiting ajid inaction. The virtue of Caroline Helstone is that she is, 
us it were, a much more generalized example oftliis, whereas Jane and 
Lucy Snowe are special cases. All are in revolt against their circum¬ 
stances, and they arc in revolt as women. This is the most obvious 
difference between Charlotte Bronte and the women novelists who 
preceded her; die latter, j:mc Austen as much as any, had accepted 
widiout question their place as women in a man-made world; they 
lud fitted in. Charlotte Bronte’s characters do not. Caroline’s revolt, 
or impulse to revolt, is partly economic, but more an impulse towards 
a newly discovered sense of dignity, ot self-regard. In Jane Eyre and 
1 'iHvttc die self-regard is also and perhaps fundamentally a sexual 
self-regard, diouuh the revolt is one of the whole woman. Caroline 
moves us because wo feel she is typical; she is one character among 
many in a realistic picture of socict)'. We arc moved by her more 
i').iu by Jane Eyre and Lucy Snowe; their passionate intensity sweeps 
pity aside. 

In [ ■i/lifrc slic went back to the wholly subjective novel. Lucy 
Snowe telb her own story, and we are always in licr mind. In events 
it IS closer to reality as commonly observed dian Jam- Eyre, doubdess 
because Clnu lotte Bronte was so closely following actual ocairrences 
in her own life. The pupil-master relationship she bore to M. Heger in 
r.rus'cls is reproduced in di.u between Lucy and M. Paul Emanuel, 
.i;ul the l.iUer. because lie had a living original, is much more con- 
vineing as a man, though not as a symbol of masculinity, than Mr 
I'.oeliestcr. I lus relationship is the heart ol the novel, and cvcrytlung 
to do with Luce’s life at Mine Beck's school is described widi an 
almost h.illu LiiiAtorv^ uitcniicw The otlicr elements in die novel, 
Lues ’s love for Dr John, and the ms stery of Cinevra F.inshawc 
.i!id lier lover, are imicli less cotnpelhiig or convincing. There arc 
fewer iinplausibilities than in Jane Eyre, but there is an increase in the 
liconne’s moral righteousness; more than J.tne, she appears as a stifl- 
nevked, huinourlos prig, whose pasdonatc feelings arc countcr- 
b.ilaiaeil bv an equally passionate concern tor conventional moralit)', 
in die absuid scene in wliich Lucy, called to t.ike part at short 
ii 'Cice in a schooli^irl’s pl.i'’. refuses to wear men’s clothes and sets off 
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her tail-coat by a purple skirt. As an artist Charlotte Bronte liad no 
taste, no restraint, and no sense of the ridiculous. But these defects 
were the defects of her virtues, and what her virtues were we see 
when, in this novel, wc contemplate her wonderful embodying of the 
sinister Mmc Beck and, above all, the terrible accoimt of human 
loneliness when Lucy is left alone at tlic school during die vacation 
with the imbecile girl, a scene cuhninating in the proteswnt Lucy’s 
going into the confessional box in a Catholic church in order, how¬ 
ever desperately, to break down die barriers of her isolation and 
communicate with at any rate one other lium-in being. 

Charlotte Bronte is to be judged as romantic writers, wlietlier 
poets or novelists, always must be, by the intensity with which she 
expresses her response to Ufc and experience. Her response is total 
and uninliibited. Her appearance represents sometliing new in Englisli 
fiction; witli her, passion enters die novel. Before her. the treatment 
of sexual love had been of two kinds; as a scarcely tempevtuous 
affection bcCwccn man and wife on the one haiul and as a he.dciiy 
animal sensuahty, such as we find in Tom Jones, on the other. But 
passion as the romantic poets have expressed it. something tran¬ 
scending sensuality because a blending of the spiritual with the 
physical, was unknown. Where love between man and woman is 
concerned what is new in Charlotte Bronte is precisely such a passage 
as diis, from Jane Eyre: 

No sooner did I sec that his attention was riveted on them [some 
ladies], and that I might gaze witliout being observed, tlun my eyes 
were drawn involuntarily to his face: I coidd not keep their lids under 
control: they would rise and the iris would fix upon him. I lo^ikcil, 
and had an acute pleasure in looking, - a precious, yet poignant plt.nure: 
pure gold, with a steely point of agony: a pleasure like w hat the thirst- 
perishing man might feel who knows the well to whieli he has crept 
is poisoned, yet stoops and drinks divine drauglits ncvertlieless. 

In such a phrase as ‘poignant pleasure; pure gold, with a steely 
point of agony’ we find the same gr.ippling with language to express 
feeling normally inexpressible in prose that we meet seventy years 
later in D. H. Lawrence. And, as with Lawrence, the passionate 
response is not to sex alone but to all experience, to the whole living 
world. What Charlotte Bronte is really concerned with in The Pro¬ 
fessor, Jane Eyre, and Villette is one tiling only: the depiction of the 
isolated, naked soul responding to the experience of life wicli a maxi- 
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mum of intensity. The pleasantness or otherwise of the revelation is 
immaterial: the nakedness is cvcrj-tliing. This means that, different 
tliough her experience was from theirs, in the last analysis Charlotte 
Bronte belongs to the same tiny group of novelists as Dostoevsky and 
Lawrence. 

IVuthcrin^ Hd^Iiis is the most remarkable novel in English. It is 
perfect, and perfect in the rarest way: it is the complete bodying 
forth of an intensely individual apprehension of die nature of man and 
life. That is to say, die content is strange enough, indeed baffling 
enough; while die artistic expression ol it is flawless. Artistically, 
neither Jane Austen nor Henry James nor Joseph Conrad, die great 
masters of form in the EngUsh novel, did anything to surpass it. 
And this combination of an intensely individual apprehension and a 
w’ondcrfuUy complete formal rendering of it gives it a umqucness 
wliich makes even die fullest and most sensitive discussion of it less 
dian adequate. F. R. Leavis in The Great Tradition has called it a 
sport. Therein lies the primary difficulty in dealing w’ith it. It is 
utterly unlike any other novel. There is nothing one can compare it 
to, for the great masters of form have chosen subjects so different 
from it as to make ll'utlicrin^ Heights exist in a category of creation 
all its own. It can be translated into no alternative terms; the usual 
compass bearings of criticism do not apply; nor do the usual ab¬ 
stractions the critic makes from the totality of a work go far towards 
piercing the mystery. No novel is more imbued widi the spirit of 
place dian IVuthcring Heights, but Emily Bronte makes use ot no 
such set descriptive p.-issages as we End variously in Scott, Dickens, 
George Eliot, Hardy, or Lawrence. The reaHty of her characters 
cannot be questioned, but their reality is of an utterly different kind 
from cidicr Dickens's, Thackeray’s, Trollope's, George Eliot’s, or 
Henry James’s. Nor does the style, which is a novelist’s spc.aking 
voice, help: it is perfect for her purpose, but it is as plain as the most 
limpid of spring water. 

More dian wnth any other novel w'c arc faced, in JVuthcring Heights, 
with a totality, a work that is whole as a great lyxic poem is whole 
and diat caxmot be separated into parts. And in a sense die author 
is not dicre at all: this most individual of novels is also the least 
idiosyTicratic. 

The central fact about Emilv Bronte is that she is a mystic. JVuthcr- 
iii^ Heights itself is not the record of a mystical experience; for in- 
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dicarions of that we must go to her poems, but tlic novel is the 
statement of the conclusions derived from licr experience. Wliat they 
are it is not easy to say; she was neither a pliilosophcr nor a theologian 
but a novelist; in IVuilieritig Hiii’his she symbolizes the findings of 
her intuition into tlic nature of things, but not in a way from which 
we can generalize. Interpretation of the novel, diereforc, will differ 
w’ith every reader w’ho approaches it. But we arc surely shown the 
universe as the scene and expression of two opposed principles which, 
even though tliey seek to devour each other, yet ultimately compose 
a harmony. They arc symbolized in the novel in the nvo houses and 
their occupants, Wuthcring I leights on its bleak eminence, ‘ “wuther- 
ing being a significant provincial adjective descriptive of the atmo¬ 
spheric tumult to wliich its station is exposed in stormy weather’, 
and Thrushcross Park in die fat valley below. Tlicy stand respectively, 
though any label is inadequate and is ‘sliordiand' only, for the prin¬ 
ciple of energy and storm on the one hand and the principle ot calm, 
of settled assurance, on the other. And they arc not only principles, 
they were as it were elements: die children of one cannot brcadie 
in die other. As Catherine Linton says of her relation w ith Linton 
Headicliff: 

One time, however, wc were near quarrelling. He said the plc.isan- 
test maruicr of spending a hot July day was lying from morning till 
evening on a bank of heath in the middle of the moors, witli the bees 
humming dreamily about among the bloom, and the larks singing high 
up overhead, and the blue sky and bright sun shining steadily and 
cloudlessly. That was his most perfect idea of heaven’s happiness: mine 
was rocking in a rustling green tree, with a west wind bloss itig, and 
briglit white clouds flitting rapidly overhead; and not only l.irks, but 
throstles, and blackbirds, and linnets, and cuckoos pouring out music 
on every side, and the moors seen at a distance, broken into cool dusky 
dclb; but close by great swells of long grass undulating in waves to the 
breeze; and woods and soiuiding water, and tlie wlitslc world awake 
and wild with joy. He wanted all to lie in an ecstasy of peace; I wanted 
all to sparkle and dance in a glorious jubilee. I said his heaven would be 
ojily half alive; and he said mine would be drunk: I said I should fall 
asleep in his; and he said he could not breatlic in mine. ... 

These two principles, tlicsc two worlds, iiiiglit have existed side by 
side in peace if the outsider Hcathcliff had not been introduced into 
Wutliering Heights by Mr Eamshaw, ‘the old master’. His history, as 
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Nelly Dean says, is ‘a cuckoo’s*. Yet Nelly is scarcely fair to Heath- 
cliff. Circumstances have made him a cuckoo. On one level Wuthering 
Heights is a novel of revenge, with Hcathcliff the revenger; but he 
has become one solely because of liis treatment at the hands of ffindley 
Eamshaw and the resulting frustration of his passionate affinity with 
Catlicrine Eamshaw. It is the frustration that leads to his great scheme 
of revenge on Eamshaws and Lintons alike and his w'inning of their 
properties. Hcatlicliff is not a monster; he is much more a primordial 
figure of energy. He and Catlicrine Eamshaw may be compared to 
two rivers that ought by every configuration of territory to flow into 
each otlier; but their courses arc diverted, their proper channels 
dammed, and for Hcathcliff tlic consequence is the destmeuon of 
everything lying in his path: energy obstructed is energy perverted. 
When in the end Hcathcliff is joined with Catherine die liaraiony, 
the balance, is restored; die evil set up by obstructed energy has 
worked itself out. 

By then, however, Cadieriiie Eamshaw has been dead for several 
years and is a ghost. Our first introduction to her in the novel is as 
to a ghost, and almost our first introduction to Hcathcliff is as to a 
haunted man. Emily Bronte’s proiTncc is reality, but spiritual realit)'; 
in IVuthcring Heights deadi is not an end but a liberation of die spirit, 
and in the world of IVuthcring Heights diosc we normally call the 
hving and die dead exist side by side and arc in communication. Yet 
wc do not tliink of IViuhering Heights as an exercise in die super¬ 
natural as some of Stevenson’s and James’s stories arc; because Emily 
Bronte makes no distinction between die natural and the super¬ 
natural; her world is one and, rendered ever so concretely as it may 
be, it is a spiritual world. 

Tliis explains why the characters and their actions, on the face of it 
so incredible, convince as they do. Hcathcliff and Cadicrine Eamsliaw 
are as ‘real’ as any personages in fiction, but they arc real in a way 
different from any others; diosc diat have die closest rclationsliip to 
diem arc some of Dostoevsky's and Herman Melville’s. The reality 
of Fielding’s characters, or Jane Austen’s, Thackeray’s, Trollope’s, 
or Arnold Bomictt’s, might be called a sociologic.'d reality; die reality 
of George Eliot’s characters, like those of James and Lawrence, is 
primarily psychological, diough no hard and fast separation between 
die two kinds can be made. But Emily Bronte’s world and its in¬ 
habitants have nothing to do cidicr with sociology' or with psycho- 
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logy; her world is determined by spiritual values wliicli arc embodied 
in me characters. Tliis docs not make them less real; it docs make them 
real in a umque way. They convince because tliey so completely 
express in themselves and their behaviour the laws of their being, 
which arc their creator’s deductions - artistic deductions - from the 
findings of her intuition into the nature of tilings. The intuition was 
grasped with complete certainty and in detail; if it came as a flash of 
hght then it ht up the whole of life, and what was seen thus illumin.1- 
ted was remembered as well as the illumination. The proof of this is 
the very concreteness of JVutliering and its flawlessncss as a 

totality. Evcrytliing in the novel works together to produce the 
concreteness, the characters, the aaion, the kinetic prose tliat renders 
a whole landscape and geography and climate wiiliout ever becom¬ 
ing, except for phrases, ‘descriptive’, ‘ll'iulurin^ E. M. 

Forster has said in Aspects of the K'ouel, ‘is filled with soiuid - storm 
and rushing wind.’ The storm and rushing wind arc convc) cd by no 
set pieces but arc in the words themselves of the novel, in its imagery- 
ofbciit thorn-trees, and in the characters, He{i’lits is a novel 

conceived at the highest poetic level, and her great characters are 

djiiamisms of a kind we find normally only in the greatest dramatic 
poetry. 

Yet superb as the conception of lVui!icrini> Heights is, it is easy to 
imagine one similarly superb being botched in its c.xccution. IVutIur- 
hig Heights is anything but botched: the conception is niatthed by a 
teclmiquc equally superb. To find anything to rival it we have to wait 
for the arrival of Conrad half a century later; in fact, Emily Bronte 
anticipates uncannily Conrad’s characteristic methods of namtion 
^ We find them in Lord Jim and Chame and goes into even subtler 
cgrccs of complexity. As we begin to read the novel the action is 
already approacliing its end, poised on the edge of climax. We first 
sec Hcatlicliff through the eyes of the narrator Mr Lockwood, tlie 
outsider from the south who h.is rented Thrushcross Park from Iiim. 

e share in Lockwood’s bewilderment and curiosity at the strange 
situation at Wuthcring Heights, and througli him w’c feel the full 
impact of Hcathcliff's intransigent spirit. But it is from Nelly Dean, 
t ic housekeeper at Thrushcross Park and a former servant at Wuthcr- 
Heights, that Lockwood hears the whole jpp.ircntly tragic story - 
says apparently’ because finally the novel is not tr.agic but some¬ 
thing for which we lack a word, though perhaps heroic is the nearest 
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we can I’ct - tlirough the years down to the actual time of narration. 
Nelly has been the closer observer of the action, of Hcathcliff samval, 
his brutalization by Hindley Earmhaw, his revenge on him and on 
Edgar Linton, who marries Catherine Eamshaw, and his deliberate 
attempts to bring down and degrade both famdies as he himself had 
been degraded. To some extent Nelly has even been Hcathcliff's 
confidante, as she has certainly been both Catherine Eamshaw s and 
her daughter Catherine Linton’s; she has also, as servant and tool, 
played her small part in the action, though she is spiritually outside it. 
she is at once narrator and chorus, and what she narrates she docs with 
awe. Emily Bronte incorporates widiin Nelly s account otiicr narra¬ 
tives in the first person, young Catherine Linton s and IsabeUa 
Linton’s. Tlien Lockwood abruptly leaves Thrushcross Park, dis¬ 
gusted witli the weather. When he returns to the neighbourhood some 
months later curiosit)' again drives him to Wuthcring Heights. He finds 
the atmosphere and situation tlicre curiously ch.angcd, and Nelly, 
installed there as housekeeper, again tells him what has occurred. 

As in Conrad, tliis complex mctliod of relating the stoiy’ serves a 
complex purpose. The device of plunging us into the action while it 
is well under way is as old as epic, but it always dramatizes it and 
keys up the suspense: our curiosity is piqued as Lockwood’s was. 
We arc compelled to identify ourselves widi Lockwood, and the effect 
of our seeing every thing partly through liis eyes and partly dirough 
Nolly Dcaif’s is, as it were, to sec the action framed, almost as though 
on a stage; while the enormous curiosity' of the sophisticated southerner 
and the' awe of the simple peasant woman become themselves a tribute 
to the intensity of the drama whose unfolding is being reported; dicy 
serve not merely to heighten the drama but to underline its signific¬ 
ance .ind its scope, for Lockwood and Nelly are essentially spectators. 
That is the role forced on us, the readers, and their comments, their 
function as cliorus, become ours too. Emily Bronte puts us, so to 
speak, in our place at die very- beginning; licr tccliniquc dictates what 
wc shall sec and also how we shall respond to what we see. It is tlus 
that gives n'tilhcrini^ Heights its singular richness, wliich can only be 
compared in its total effect to that of Shakespearean tragedy; tor at 
the end of the novel, which as novels go is quite short, all we can s.iy 
is something like tlio last lines of Lcitf. 

we that arc young 

Shall never see so much, nor live so long. 
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Set beside Mrs Gaskcll and the Bront«, Charlotte M. Yongc 
(1823-1901) calk for little attention. She still has her small band of 
admirers, who make fantastic claims for her. Every age has its novelist 
who sets down a portrait of the age as it would like to see itself. Miss 
Yonge, with her High Anglican piety, did this for the Victorians, 
depicting idealized family life in numerous novels. Books hke The 
Daisy Chain, The Heir of Redclyffe, and Heartsease remain interesting 
as revelations of the mid-century's notion of itself, and tlicv arc still 
very readable, for Miss Yongc had the gift of creating characters 
understandable at first glance and the power of placing her idealiza¬ 
tions in circumstances and surroundings drawn from actual observa¬ 
tion. These qualities enable her precariously to survive as once 
famous ladies like Mrs Craik and Mrs Oliphant no longer do. 


5 

Trollope, it has often been s.-iid, is a lesser Thackeray. But the two 
novehsts cannot be linked in this kind of way. Trollope is big cnoush 
to exist in liis own right, and liowevcr inferior he may be to Thack¬ 
eray as a writer, tlicrc arc grounds for considering him a more 
satisfying novelist. Michael Sadleir has noted in his Trollope: A 
Commentary that his work Ucs ‘athwart the pattern of modem hterar.- 
criticism’. Tliis is true, and with him, more than with any of his 
English contemporaries even, it is essential to remember that die novel 
was an unselfconscious, even a primitive, form. A great part of his 
strength comes from this. He was, more th.in any other Enghsh 
novelist of his time, completely at one with his age, critical of it in 
comparatively small details but in the m-iin accepting it as he accepted 
the air he breathed. His political position is revelatory: a right-wing 
Liberal. He knew exactly what die novel should be; it was what the 
great majority of readers have always wanted it to be: ‘a picture of 
common life enlivened by humour and sweetened by padios’. His 
failings arc obvious. His style is commonplace, so that he relics whollv 
on die interest of his subject-matter; when the subject-matter is dull 
Trollope is dull. He has no sense of form; he w.is content to produce 
a story that would, somehow, fill three volumes of a novel, a novel, 
moreover, that was to appear as a magazine serial before publication. 
As he realized liiniself he h.id litde skill in plot construction, which 
was both an asset to him and a liabiUty. Evcrytliuig conspired to make 
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liim a superb improvisator; one reads him from chapter to chapter, 
with little sense of the whole. 

The effect of tliis is airious. ‘The chronicler of small beer’, Richard 
Garnett called him; and this is almost certainly the impression a single 
novel read in isolation docs make. It is not, however, tlxe impression 
made by ten. Tlicn it is very different: it is that of the creation 
of nothing less than a world. With no theory behind him, and with 
only a modest ambition, Trollope produced a Contidie huniaiue, 
and though it would be absurd to set him up against Balzac the 
fact remains the world he created is almost as capacious as Balzac s 
and as solid in its reality. 

When allowance is made for the difference in degree of talent and 
creative energy, Trollope is not unlike the writers — or teams of 
writers - of modem radio ‘soap-opera*. Though he did not have to 
produce a daily instahnent, he worked in much the same way, and a 
modem writer of Trollope’s temperament and combination of talents 
would probably fuid greater scope in serial-writing for broadcasting 
than in the novel as we now know it. In the kind of action represented, 
a soap-opera like die B.B.C.’s Mrs Dales Dhrf is at least superficially 
Trollopean. 

In fact, the canvas of A/rs Dale's Diary, as a social picture of the 
times, is nodiing like so wide as Trollope’s. Trollope s focal point 
is the upper middle class, but with that as die centre of his picture, he 
can draw round it the whole of the society of his day down to peasants 
.and brickmakers. though his view of society is essentially confined to 
the south of England; die clianges made by the industrial revolution 
lie outside the frame. But as in Mrs Dale, he is keeping several parallel 
and only tenuously related stories going die whole time; and, again 
like the soap-opera, each chapter, each instalment, has to hold die 
attention almost irrespective of what has gone before or is to come. 
It holds the attention, like Mrs Dale, because it is seen as a faithful 
image of ordinary life. Nothing is outside the reader’s experience or 
potential experience - or liis knowledge; die characters arc ordinary 
enough in mind, feeling, ambitions, fears, for the reader to be able to 
identify himself with them widiout difficulty. They awake in him the 
emotion of delighted recognition. 

Again like the soap-opera, a single instalment of which will sound 
b.uuil and trivial in the extreme, Trollope’s is an art of the cumulative. 
‘His great, his inestimable merit,’ wrote Henr)’ James, ‘was a com- 
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plete appreciation of the usual ... He Jdt all daily and immediate 
things as well as he saw them; felt them in a simple, direct, salubrious 
way, widi their sadness, their gladness, their charm, their comicality, 
all tlieir obvious and measurable meanings.’ A complete appreciation 
of the usual: tliis can only be rendered at length, for the usual is usual 
because it is repetitive, its effea cumulative. The aim of most novelists 
is to heighten, to intensify. In a way, railier like Arnold Bennett’s in 
The Old Wives* Tale, Trollope’s is the opposite of this; and this is 
why one cannot in the end even condemn liis dulhiesses and longueurs, 
for, wittingly or not, they help his purpose. At first tlie rliythms of 
his novels seem intolerably slow; they end by wearing us do\\Ti to 
their own pace, as time docs in life. 

One tiling only made possible this rendering of his complete 
appreciation of the usual: liis extraordinary facility and brilliance as a 
creator of character. Here, in range, divcrsir\’, and number, he is un¬ 
surpassed by any English novelists save Scott and Dickens. This is 
due doubtless to tlic fact that he approached life widiout theories 
and preconceptions; he is both the least intellectual and the least 
romantic of novelists. In nineteendi-century England, too, he was 
die one with the widest experience of life, experience as an important 
civil servant, as a man who delighted in die social pleasures of the 
hunting field, cards, and the table, as a magazine editor and liighly 
professional man of letters, as an indefatigable and eager traveller 
throughout die English-speaking world, even as a Parliamentary 
candidate. 

This sense of the world, the world as public and social activiri’, is 
carried over into his fiction. It is one of the prime sources of its 
strength. His novels arc often classified according to their setting and 
subject, so that we speak of the Barsetsliire novels, die political novels, 
and so on. The classificadon has its conveniences and is probably 
unavoidable in an author who wrote more than fifty books ot fiction. 
But it has done its harm because, by enforcing a distinction where 
none really exists, it has tended to concentrate attention on the Bar- 
chester novels at the expense of die bter books. In fact, the liistorical 
novels apart, and these arc of no importance, all Trollope’s work 
makes a whole, of wliich Barset is a province only. Even in the Barset 
books, in The Warden itself, Trollope’s interest in and approach to his 
story may well be considered political in the sense that he is dclinc.at- 
iug struggles for power and position. His theme is the world and the 
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way of the world, and this is the more strongly emphasized by the 
role of such characters as Mr Harding and Mr Crawley, in whom the 
way of the world is inoperative. 

James thought The Wardm tlic best of Trollope. It is more nearly a 
unity than any other of his novels. But Trollope became a better 
novelist die more he wrote; or rather, tlic more he wrote tlie more he 
surmounted certain of his weaknesses. Perched as he is on the edge of 
the ovcr-padictic, Mr Harding is a very considerable achievement; 
yet he is conceived in too much sweetness; and so is Eleanor Bold. 
Trollope was not a sentimental man, but in The Warden he gave full 
rein to the sentimentality diat perhaps the age expected of him; and 
in diis novel as in Bareheskr Towers he allowed liimself to be much 
more familiar with liis readers than was his practice later. Astringenc)' 
grew in him, and die early Barset books would be the better for more 
than they possess. 

But The Warden is merely die gateway to Banctshirc, and his full 
powers are not seen until later in the scries. The note of these early 
books, ofBarchester Towers, for instance, is an easy humour, and there 
is always the suspicion that die humour is a little too easy. Mrs Proudie 
and Mr Slope, praised though they have always been, arc somewhat 
overdone, as is Madame Ncroni; and die young women are, by com¬ 
parison with those we arc to meet later, pallid creatures. The real 
achievements are Archdeacon Grantley and Bertie Stanliope. In diem, 
and in the Archdeacon cspcci.illy, wc encounter the re.d source of 
Trollope's screngtli. Tliis is a quite unsentimental chanty, die off¬ 
spring of an iiniUusioncd knowledge of men as dicy arc and of a firm 
moral code. The result is a magniftcent fairness. There is no cithcr/or 
in Trollope; there is a ‘diis’ and 'diis' existing side by side and 
simult.ineouslv. The Archde.icon is a most ambitious man and a 
worldly one; as liis father, the old Bishop, lies dying, he is genuinely 
stricken with filial grief while yet doing all he can to scaire die 
bishopric for himself. But Trollope docs not condemn; dicrc is, in 
fict, noiliing to condemn, for Trollope was always conscious of 
what may be called die discontinuities of the moral hfe; he knew, 
even if he did not know die words, all about rationalization of 
motive and wish. According to liis lights, die Archdeacon is a good 
Christian; Trollope secs the incongruities of liis behaviour, but he 
respects liim. 

It is this charity, diis recognition of die gap bctw'ccn ideal be- 
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haviour and the actual behaviour of men, tliat makes him the true 
successor to Fielding, the Fielding particularly of Atuclia. In the 
accuracy of their delineation, Trollope’s young men are the best, as 
hoiimes moyai scnsiu ls, in Victorian fiction, for George Eliot was too 
rigid a moralist to allow Arthur Donnithome, for example, to remain 
unscathed by the consequences of lais sin. But there is something most 
impressive in Trollope’s rendering of a certain type of young man. It 
is a recurrmg type in his novels; the young man, generally ambitious, 
whose susceptibility to women leacls him to be at any rate half lui- 
faithful to the girl who loves liiin and with whom he has an under¬ 
standing. There arc Pliineas Finn in the novels of dut name. Frank 
Greystock in The Eustace Dianioiuls, and Paul Montague in The H 'ay 
IVeLiveNoiv, while the Johnny Eames of The Sniall House at Ailin'^- 
ton and The Last Chronicle of Barset is a near relation, in spite of the 
fact tliat fidelity to a hopeless love is his strong suit. 

Because he is akin to Fielding, Trollope is also akin to Jane Austen. 
James, noting his ‘complete appreciation of the usual’, added that 
tliis gift is not rare in the annals of English fiction; it would naturally 
be found in a walk of literature in wluch die feminine mind h.is 
laboured so fruitfully. Women are dcUcate and patient observers; 
tliey hold their noses close, as it were, to the texture of Ufe. They 
feel and perceive the real with a kind of personal tact.’ But Trollope’s 
affuiity with Jane Austen goes beyond this. His discriminations arc 
much less fine and subtle than hers, but when allow.ancc is made for 
lius, he judges his characters in a similar way; and like hers, his view 
of life is hierarchic: every one of his characters has his place in a 
graduated social order. Trollope may on occasion mildly satirize it, 
ut he accepts it as fully as Jane Austen does; and he is probably the 
last English novelist to do so. 

His relation both to Fielding and Miss Austen can be summarized 
very much as follows: Just as Jane Austen represents a fcminiz.ition of 
Fielding, so Trollope is a masculinization of Miss Austen. Ilis in- 
eriority to them both as an artist is so obvious as not to need stating, 
ut the kinship is real. When he deals with women he is, naturalK' 
enough, much nearer to Fielding. His women are often excellent, and 
Mary Thome and Lily Dale arc somctliing more dian that, as arc his 
spirited old ladies like Miss Stansbury in He Knew He IVas Rij^hf, but 
t cy arc women as men sec them and want to sec them; they arc, 
other words, conceptions ever so slightly cltivalrous. Beliind 
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them stand the heroines of Shakespeare, Sophia Western, and Amelia. 

In the Barset novels Trollope populated a whole county in the 
most satisfying detail and diversity; but there is no hard and fast 
distinction benveen the later novels of tlie series and those that have 
been classified as political and satirical. They arc linked by characters 
common to all, though tlieir importance may be much greater in one 
kind of novel tlian in another. For Trollope was not a political novelist 
in die sense that Disraeli was or even Wells, in The Neiv Machiavelli. 
In Phiitcas Finn and The Prime Minister he is a polidcal novelist to 
the same degree as you could call liim a religious novelist in Bar- 
chester Towers-, in odier words, he is political only inasmuch as his 
main characters arc men and women actively engaged in politics. 
The categories, never watcr-dght, overlap; but die novels of the 
second half of liis career develop certain tendencies evident in the last 
Barset books. The great character of The Last Chronicle, for instance, 
is Mr Crawley, a cliaracter of a depth quite beyond Archdeacon 
Grandey or Mr Harding. Widi Mr Crawley, the ascetic scholar 
almost fatally doomed to failure in life, we stand on the threshold of 
abnormal psychology. Trollope handles liim beautifully: he all but 
acliicves the stature of a tragic hero; in his suspicions of his own samty 
and lus humble acceptance of it, dicre is a touch of Lear. Similarly 
there is Louis Trevelyan in He Knew He IVas Ri^ht. The initial quarrel 
between Trevelyan and lus wife is scarcely credible, strikes one as 
too mucli vonhi-, but nothing could be more convincing than the 
gradual intensification of Trevelyan’s obsession from a rcctitudinous 
egoism to the isolation of madness. In the same way the dominant 
figure in Phiiicas Finn is die Scottisli millionaire-landowner Mr 
Kennedy, a relentless study of jealousy and religious dementia. 

For, as his career progressed, Trollope’s grasp of reality became 
stronger and stronger. B.irsct, in its beginnings at any rate, was an 
imagined world. When in die course of liis post office duties he 
visited Salisbury' and wandered ‘one mid-summer evening round the 
purlieus of the Cathedral’ to conceive die story of The IVarJen, he 
had no special knowledge of life in cathedral cities or of ecclesiastical 
politics. But Salisbury' - and Barchester - was a challenge to the 
imagination, and this comes out in the characterhations in the early 
books, which shows signs of self-indulgence on the part of their 
cre.itor. There is, in all but die best of characters, somewhat too much 
phiy widi foible and idiosyncrasy. Trollope is enjoying liimsclf 
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hugely, delighting in the creation of characters humorous, comic, 
paretic, and sinister for the sake of creation itself. To tl>is dclisht 
readers always respond; yet it is a self-indulgence in a novelist, and it 
produces neither the most surely conceived characters nor the greatest 
novels. When Trollope turned increasingly to the London scene and 
Barset became more and more impregnated by die great world, liis 
work deepened. He could no longer indulge in the luxun- of 
character-creation for its own sake since he was now compelled to 
match himself against an actual social scene; his creative gusto and its 
results had to be checked against the facts of observed realitw 
Trollope wrote notliing better than some of the episodes in the 
Barchester novels; but the best of the political novels and those 
roughly related to them are, as a whole, superior to the Barchester 
books because there is, in the later novels, a much greater unitv of 
tone; and the tone is increasingly critical. 

It is here that comparison with Thackeray becomes possible. As a 
prose-writer, Thackeray makes Trollope look a humbling, clod¬ 
hopping amateur. Yet, in liis later novels, Trollope, it seems to me, 
reveab an insight and a depth of penetration into die reolides of 
social lifJe beyond Thackeray’s. He was doubtless lucky in being 
handicapped by no general view of life: a novelist is much better off 
with no philosophy at all than with a superficial one. What he did 
have was a strong and shrewd grasp of right and wrong in social 
behaviour and this adds immeasurably to the truth of his picture of 
society. Take his very fine near-tragic novel He Kneiv He ILds 
Right. In a way, the action is precipitated because the two central 
cliaractcrs, Louis and Emily Trevelyan, insist on standing on wliat 
dicy claim arc their rights. Neither is capable of compromise. But the 
tragedy would not have been precipitated if it had not been for the 
behaviour of Colonel Osbomc. Osborne is not a wicked man, he is 
^ world, much respected by the world; he simply 

i^ed that which was pleasant; and of all pleasant diings the companv 
o a pretty, clever woman was to him the plc.isantcst.’ 1 le is, in fact, 
irredeemably selfish, and it is his irresponsibility of behaviour, not 
lus wickedness, that sets the action on its tragic course. 

There was somctliing else Trollope possessed, that fascinated him 

e more tlic older he grew, the recognition of the obsessional. This 
cuts right across any easy shallow moralism. Wc sec the obsessive 
operating in He Kiicii; He Was Right in the character of Louis Trc- 
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velyan; we see it at work also in Phineas Finn and Phineas ReJux, 
in tlic character of the mclancholoy Mr Kennedy; indeed, Phincas’s 
tribulations are tire direct result of Kennedy’s insane jealousy of him. 
Trollope has never received anything Uke adequate recognition for 
lus sober appraisals of the psychologically abnormal and the part 
thev play in society. Yet they add greatly to tlte depth ofhis rendering 
of the social scene, for, among otlier tilings, they hint at tlic instabilit)’ 
underlying tlie surface of socict)'. 

They point too to another qualit)’ of Trollope’s, tlic disinterested¬ 
ness of liis imagination. It operates only intermittently, but it is there 
all the same, and is one of the rarest qualities in ficdou: the ability to 
see a character wholly in the round, and without preconceived 
opinions, without theories of behaviour, so that tlie character is 
showTi as behaving at once credibly and yet mysteriously: one thinks 
of Madame Max Gocsler and her rclationsliip to the old Duke of 
Omnium. 

Trollope’s later novels have not received the attention tliey dcscr%’e. 
They show him as the steady and, for all his tolerance, the relentless 
observer of Iiis time and, in die end, one of its sharpest critics. Re¬ 
markable is not a word one normally applies to Trollope, his o^Ti 
special province in fiction was essentially die unremarkable; yet The 
Ike Live is one ol the remarkable novels of the language. 
A very long book, even for Trollope, it is a detailed study ot cor¬ 
ruption in society in all its aspects, Jitcrar)’, journalistic, financial, 
though at bottom what we arc faced wdth is always corruption of 
maimers, of die code of behaviour in decent society. At the centre of 
the novel is the tremendous figure of the great, shady financier Mel- 
niotcc, the magnet of all society, the man for whose support both 
parties bid. Trollope’s point of view is put by his spokesman, Roger 
Carbury: 

Wh.it arc we coming to when such as Mclinette is an honoured 
guest at our tables? You can keep your house from liini and so can I. 
13ut we set no example to tlie nation at large. Those wlio do set the 
example go to his feasts, and of course he is seen at theirs in return. 
Aiul yet these leaders of fashion know - or at any rate they believe - 
th.it he is wh.it he is because he has been a swindler greater than odicr 
swindlers. Men reconcile themselves to swindling. Though they them- 
seh es mean to be honest, dishonesty is of itsclt no longer odious to 
them. 


THE EARLY VICTORIANS 


207 

Carbury, for such is the fate of the good man in fiction, is the 
weakest charaaer in the novel; he is there only to express Trollope’s 
vie\vs. But the novel, as a sardonic, disillusioned panorama of Vic¬ 
torian society in the seventies, is brilliant and prophetic: tliirt)- or 
more yean later Belloc and Chesterton were to attack EngUsh Ufe 
from a similar point of view. Mclmotte himself is a superb character, 
and the noblemen and their heirs who hang on to him are admirably 
sketched in contemptuous comedy. The greamess of The U'ay We 
Live Now is shown by the fact tliat, though written in an entirely 
different mode of fiction from Dickens, it is the only other novel in 
English of the century that, as a study of the role of money in socicr\’, 
can stand with Our Mutual Friend. 

6 

Of the novelists bom in the fertile second decade of die century’ 
one very great writer remains for consideradon: George Eliot. But 
George Ehot was already middle-aged when she turned to fiedon, 
and her work belongs to a later ph.ise of die Victorian novel, and first 
a handful of minor writers must be discussed, writers who remain 
interesting at any rate in part of dicir work, or for individual books, 
not because of dieir art but because of flashes of talent tlnat still leap 
aCToss and above their lack of art. 

The first of these, Robert Smith Surtees, was bom as early as 1803 
and died in 1864. Perhaps he is only dubiously a novelist, but he has 
survived better than most. His first hook, Jorrocks's Jaunts and JcUiiics 
(1838), was a reprinting of sketches contributed to die New Sporting 
Magazine, of wliich he was editor. As episodic as PicLwick in its 
beginnings, it recounted with great gusto and a racy humour die 
adventures of the Cockney sportsman Mr Jorrocks in the hunting 
^ Surtees was writing works as much novels as Lever's, 

^ as formless. But a passionate sportsman liimself, he knew what he 
Was writing about, and if die enthusiasm with wliich hunting people 
lave a ways read him is any guide, he caught and rendered the plea¬ 
sures and perils of fox-hunting better dian anyone has done before 
or Of the richness of his humour there can be no doubt, and 
Jorrocks and Pigg, the huntsman, though minor immortals, are 
unmortals none the less. 

George Borrow (1803-81) is perhaps even less a novelist dian 


THE ENGLISH NOVEL 


208 

Surtees. Lavcu^ro (1851) and Romany Rye (1857) in fact compose 
a single work, which even so is incomplete. Conceived as an auto¬ 
biography, it is essentially fictionalized autobiography, cast, reason¬ 
ably enough since Borrow wrote it, in the form of the picaresque 
novel of Smollett. The interest is wholly in tljc episodes. As a novel it 
Aih because of its mixed origins; Borrow does not bother to establish 
the character of liis hero-narrator, George, so that the work is never 
detached from the pcrsonalit)' of Borrow himself and is only thor¬ 
oughly comprehensible in terms of our knowledge of its author. Nor 
does he create his other characters in any real sense: Pctulcngro, 
Isopcl Berners, and the rest arc potential rather than actual cliaractcrs; 
as sho\\m, they arc caught each in his permanent gesture and do not 
bear close examination. Isopcl, for example, is made to talk in a 
highly litcrar)’ Language which quite bcUes her workJiousc upbringing, 
and it is a flaw diat goes to the heart of Borrow tliat she must be the 
daughter of an aristocratic fadier. Structurally, the book is naive 
beyond dtc picaresque model, which indeed need not be naive at all. 
But Borrow attempts to impose a pattern of significance on the 
picaresque bv the introduction at intervals of a certain set ofcliaracters, 
Pctulcngro .uid die Man in Black in particular. In fact, no true pattern 
is established; instead, the reader is aware only of a monstrous misuse 
of coincidence. 

Rye is a crotchety, ‘impossible’ book, the work 
of an ‘impossible’ man, full of the author’s King Charles’s Heads and 
priv.ate persecutions. It is often execrably written. Its inidal appeal is 
easily understood: it was die appeal to the same romantic impulse as 
caused Cambridge dons to climb the Alps and Birmingham business 
men to walk up Snowdon. It is a minor manilestation of the cult of 
the sublime in Luidscape diat so many Victori.ans took over from 
Wordswordi and Ruskin almost as a religion; but cranky and uncouth 
as it b, it is a genuine manifestarion, for Borrow was an original. The 
critic of die Af/n ihu iim said on the first publication of It 

c.in hardly be called a book at all.’ In a way he was right. He also said 
it was mcrelv a ‘collection of bold picaresque sketches’. It b tor these 
- or for tlie best of them, die descriptions of the street-fights in 
Edbiburgh, the fight with the Flaming Tinm.m - and for Borrow s 
fresh eye for nature that the book b read to-day. 

There .ire still Borrovians; but what remains in general circulation 
of Charles Kingsley’s fiction has long been relegated to the nursery. 
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Yet Alton Locke {1850) is by no means a despicable novel. It is always 
called a tract, and so it plainly is; Kingsley was not a natural novelist 
like Mrs Gaskcll, who could at her best embody the social, industrial, 
and economic conflicts of the day in excellently realized charaaers, 
nor had he the brilliance and power of imagination of Disraeh. Yet in 
Alton Locke, his fictitious autobiography of a Chartist working man, 
he produced something unique in his dme. Kingsley was a very good 
descriptive writer, though not of the highest class, and his scenes in 
the East End sweat shops are still horrifying to read, while his account 
of a Chartist riot b a very considerable hrarnra piece. But what gives 
Alton Locke its vitality is the passion with which Kingsley conceived 
his hero, the tailor-poet and working-class leader. Locke may be 
largely an intellectual construction, but he lives, and he docs so 
because Kingsley has entered into a state of mind, indeed into a state 
of being, that his much greater contemporaries were luiablc imagina¬ 
tively to realize, for all their depth of sympadiy with the poor. 
This state of mind, state of being, is class-consciousness. In die end, 
through the ministradons of one of those noble-minded aristocratic 
ladies that so haunted the Victorian imagination - and, after a surfeit 
of Carlyle, Disraeli, Kingsley, and Tennyson, did die Victorians 
recognize her when she turned up in the flesh in the formidable and 
far from Pre-Raphaelite figure of Florence Nighdngale? - Locke 
renounces his belief in direct action and is converted to Chrisdanirv, 
becomes, in fact, such another Christian Socialist as Kingsley him¬ 
self. Kingsley is writing a roman a these, and characters and plot alike 
have to be forced to fit die thesis; but tliis docs not prevent his render¬ 
ing in the fiercest terms the agony of class-consciousness; and Locke’s 
reactions to his first sight of Cambridge and the brute insensitivity 
with which he is ducked in the Cam by a group of undergraduates 
are described so vividly that, even when read toAlav, tlicv get under 
the skin. They remain true, and pathetically right; and here Locke 
stands out as the protot)'pc of die cl.ass-conscious characters, their 
minds rankling with pride, and above all the sense of injustice, 
of Gissing and, in a somewhat different way, because they were 
aware they belonged to a class in process of taking over power, of 
Welb and Lawrence. 

It is sometimes said dut Kingsley’s younger brotlicr Henry (1830- 
76) Was the better novelist, I cannot find him so. At least Charles 
Kingsley was conscious of die real situation of liis time in one of its 
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most important and least heeded aspects. It is this that gives Alton 
Locke the autliority if still has. Henry’s work lacks this authority. His 
values may be described as sub-Kingsleyan; that is to say, he is 
recognizably of the ‘Muscular Christian* group of writers to which 
Tom Hughes, of Tom Brown s Schooldays, also belonged: curates arc 
namby-pamby imless they make a habit of leaping five-barred gates, 
and then they are universally adored; fictional heroes are one and all 
nature’s boy scouts, pure in thought, word, and deed. That he had no 
power of construction is perhaps a minor matter; it was the great 
early Victorian fault, and novelists of more talent transcended it. He 
wrote agreeably, and his descriptive gifts have been rightly praised, by 
Michael Sadleir in particular. His sensitivit)', too, was keener than his 
brother’s. Yet tlic real and only interest in his novels to-day is their 
documentary interest. Rather obscurely the black sheep of the family, 
he went out to Australia and spent part of his five years there as a 
poheeman in what was sdll a pioneer coimtry. The best and fieshest 
parts of his novel Geoffrey Hanilyn arc those that describe pioneer life 
in New Soutli Wales. Mid-Viaorian novelists were fascinated by the 
idea of Australia; it was the place where dispossessed gentlemen, 
ambitious artisans, and repentant convicts could all go and make 
good. It was therefore highly convenient for the purposes of fiction, 
and Lyrton and Readc both made use of it. In their works it is im¬ 
probable enough, as we might suspect from the fact that Mr Micawber 
of all people became a successful magistrate there. But Henry Kingsley 
was describing what he knew at first hand, and his accounts of the 
country bear the unpress of rcalit)'. It was, after all, a country made 
for die Muscular Christian to take his exercise in; and one of the 
bemusing diings about Geoffrey Hainlytt is the way in w’hich all the 
characters in die novel, virtuous and wicked alike, ultimately turn 
up in Aiutraha. 

But apart from diis ability to render, pastoroUy and charmingly, a 
new scene, Henry Kingsley had another real talent: he could most 
grapliically describe violent action and maintain the suspense while 
doing so. Here again he was writing of what he knew; as a policeman 
he had fought bushrangers, and die chapters in Hamlyn describing 
the terrorizing of the countryside by bushrangen and their final defeat 
after a long chase by the setders and poUcc in die romantic fastnesses 
of die Sno\Ny' Mountains arc a fine, sustained piece of genuinely 
heroic narrative. After Australia, he was to become a war corres- 


THE EARLY VICTORIANS 


2 II 


pondent in tte Crimea; and again he made good use of liis experi¬ 
ences, for his glimpses of the war there, in Rai’aishoe, arc among the 
most vivid we liave. 

Sheridan Le Fanu (1814-73) is of considerably greater stature. 
Indeed, liis talents, when separated out and seen in isolation, were 
such that it is not easy to understand why he failed to be more sig¬ 
nificant than in faa he is. It is likely that his very versatUity was 
against him; he could do many things well and too often attempted 
to do them simultaneously in a single book. More important, because 
fundamental, he lacked any conception of die novel as a form of art 
and of the novelist as an artist. Here he resembled almost all his con¬ 
temporaries who were bom in the second decade of the century. It 
was a disability that only the ver)- greatest among them could com¬ 
pensate for. To conceive of the novel merely as a vcliicle of popular 
entertainment or of propaganda, meant in practice that the novelist 
did not suificiently respect eidicr his source of strength or his weak¬ 
nesses. Unless a towering genius, like Dickens, or a being possessed, 
like Emily Bronte, he was never truly braced for aaion. Wliat he did 
was too easy, and the result is plain now, when wc read all but the 
greatest early Victorians not for their work as a whole but for episodes 
or characters and groups of characters tliat exist in the mind after 
reading almost in a void, dcwclicd from the novel .is a totality. The 
Ikscc Victorians survive, when dicy do, in spite of, not because of, 
their lack of an adequate conception of the art. They praaically never, 

except by a lucky fluke, produced work commensurate with their 
talents. 

Lc Fanu is a case in point. And with him there was a compheating 
actor. Perhaps because he was an Irishman who spent most of hri 
1 c m Dublin, he was old-fashioned in the practice of liis craft even 
by contemporary EngUsh standards, so that, except in liis best work, 
m s ort stories, he seems to be vying with writers of an earlier genera¬ 
tion. inevitably, since the eighteenth century lingered on in Ireland 

century ended according to the calendar. 

All lus talents are displayed as it were in a farrago in The House 
Y t e Churchyard (1863). It b a charming, at times brilliant, hotch- 
-n middle years of the eightccntli century in 

^ ^ L Dublin, a village in wliichever)'- 

onc knows everyone else s business and has a flourishing trade in 
gossip. In tins novel, which purports to be tlic memories of an old 
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man, Lc Fanu appears as an antiquated provincial Ttackcray: he 
writes in that strain of wisdom and elderly experience which is really 
a combination of sentimentality and nostalgia. But the characters of 
the novel belong to Lever rather tlian to Thackeray, and almost all die 
characters and properties Lever cook over from the eighteenth- 
century' novel arc diere: the garrison of comic officers, the comic doc¬ 
tors, the spinster ladies, the widows lusting after marriage, the young 
man of scnsibilit)', the clcrgj'man who is second cousin to Dr Prim¬ 
rose, and the specifically Irish types - the jolly, fat Roman Catholic 
priest, somctliing of a hypocrite but the best fellow in the world all 
die same, and die Irish officer still wet from his bog and farcically 
punctilious about his honour; all these, together widi die routs and 
dances and dinners, the horse-play, the crude surgery and purges, the 
comic duels prompted by bewildered misunderstandings. The novel 
bustles with activity, flickers and jumps about like an old film, and it 
is all handled in a most genial and sprightly way. It is impossible not 
to admire die ease with wliich Lc Fanu brings liis characters to life 
under his pen, especially in his dialogue. 

But The House hy the Churchyard is abo a horror story, and die 
horror and the comic c.xtravaganza do not fuse at all. Lc Fanu was 
c.vpert in touching the nerve that twitches to the fearful, as expert 
as anyone who has written. His effects ofhorror arc die more powerful 
because of their simplicity. The haunting of the house by a fat white 
hand could hardly be bettered. ‘The hand was radicr short, but hand¬ 
somely formed, and white and plump.’ But good though both the 
suggesdon of horror and die rendermg of liis comic scenes arc, Lc 
Fanu ruins his novel because lie is attempting incompatible things 
sirault.nncouslv. 

He fails in Uncle Si 7 a.f {1864) ff'r a rather difficrent reason. Here there 
is no comedy. We have instead, as the central character, a young girl, 
who tells die story from the v.uitagc-point of years later, caught in a 
Mrs Radcliffo-likc situation of imprisonment in an old, derelict house 
in the wilds of Derbyshire. In fact, though the dangers are real 
enough, die effect of the supernatural is supplied by the girl herself; 
she is terrified as a result of misiindcrst.inding her dead father’s 
Swcdeiiborgianism. Lc Fanu’s use of die ideas of Swedenborg is 
brilli.mt; it sets liis stoiy' natur.iUy, as it were, in terms of die super¬ 
natural. But despite the excellence of some of die characterization, 
diat ol tlic Swedenborgi.in Dr Bry'crly, the chattering, shrewd Lady 
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KnoUys, and the wholly sinister Uncle Silas himself, the stor)' fails in 
the end because it drops from its original truly haunted level to a 
mechanical ingenuiry of explanation and solution in die Wilkie 
Collins manner though worked out with much less dian Collins’s 
skill. 

Uncle Silas represents the horror story in transition to die modem 
story of detection. So far as I know it is the first novel to include 
the now familiar pu2zle of murder in a sealed room. But in fact, the 
supernatural and the purely radonal- and die modem detcedve novel 
is m its way a manifestation of the scientific attitude - can never 
exist easily side by side, for they arc irreconcilable. The rational must 
prove the supernatural an illusion; I do not tliink Le Fanu was con¬ 
vinced the supem.atural was an illusion. The problem always for a 
writer like Le Fanu is to show die supernatural in action in the con¬ 
text of a larger whole that includes reason. He solved it with real 
success in what is undoubtedly his best book. In a Glass Darhly (1872). 
This is not a novel but a group of stories, a collection of 'eases’, cases 
investigated by an alienist Dr Martin Hesselius, whose theories on the 
relation of body to mind are perhaps not so very different from 
Swedenborg s. When, in the story ‘Green Tea’, for instance. Le Fanu 
relate case of the clergyman who is haunted by a monkey and 
tinally dnven to suiddc, the narrator may explain away die cler<ry- 
man sown theory of diabolic possesion, but for the reader to-day ^e 
monkey wdl probably seem a striking projection of the unconscious. 
And indeed the power of thee stories in In a Class Darkly has in- 
bcame of our increased knowledge of tire unconsdom 
workings of tlie mmd. Le Fanu was right fmally to explore the super- 
atural in terms of psychc^patliology. Dr HesseUus’s tlieories may 

tcim^®" "iumpl'^tly 

CharlB Rade is a considerahly less interesting writer: he can he 

“'“‘‘S'’' in niy 

ex^ncncc, scarcely at aU. He was praised hy his contemporaries and 
by later critics for his ability to teU a story and for Ins 'rcLm'. If by 

as t ^ narrative of events arranged in their time sequence’. 

Even “• “’’i'i'y "'“S conceded him. 

who an '"jgoggle-eyed at tlic effrontery of a novelist 

«ide md J' " "'c-' 'He drew George 

. made him a secret communication’, the secret of wliicli of 
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considerable importance to the plot, is not to be revealed until several 
hundred pages later. As for the ‘realism’, the critics meant some¬ 
thing rather different from what the word normally stands for. Reade 
was always a novelist with a mission, bent on exposing current evils. 
So in It Is Nci'cr Too Late To MmJ {1856) he exposed the brutalities 
of the prison system; in Foul Play (1869) the practice of die scuttling 
of sliips in order to obtain the insurance money; in Put Yourself in His 
Place (1870), the iniquities of tmde unionism. He alwa^'S began widi 
an actual case in mind and worked from a dossier of evidence in the 
form of newspaper reports, books, and so on. But no matter how well 
authenticated the bases of his novels may be, their documentary 
quality is now the least obvious tiling about them, and dicy certainly 
evoke no illusion of the reality of observed Ufe itself. 

It was by way of die theatre that Reade came to die novel, and 
writing for the stage was always his chief love. What he learnt in die 
theatre he applied to the novel. But the Victorian theatre was not 
exactly die best and subdest of schools for a writer. Rcadc’s short 
scenes arc immediately effective — as effective as a blunt instrument 
banged on die back of the head; and he could carry acdon swiftly 
forward in terse dialogue. But the tot.il impression of liis novels is 
.iKvays theatrical in the worst sense, an impression at the furthest 
remove from that realism aims at. He thought in terms of strong 
situadons, melodramatic situation, and not in terms of human beings; 
and he was intent, too, on exliibiting, as it were, all the effects dial the 
mechanism of the stage could produce. Foul Play is as good an illus¬ 
tration of his fiction .is any. A young clergyman is falsely accused 
of murder, is sentenced and transported to Botany B.ay. He falls in 
love with d»c governor’s daughter and later finds himself on board 
ship with her in the South Seas. The ship is scutded and he and die 
girl are cast away to live like Crusoes on a desert island. There is 
much more — the girl is tubercular, among other tilings — but that is 
enough for our purpose. It is writing of tlie most crudely sensational 
order, and is none the less sensational because Reade suberibes to a 
convcntion.il black-and-wliitc view of character. At times the story 
sags to a depth ot absurdity that makes one wonder how it ever 
imposed iLsclf on even the naivest of readers. For sheer credibility, the 
accoimt of die clergyman-convict .and the consumptive young lady 
on dicir desert island exists considerably below the level of The Su'iss 
Family Robinson. 
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That Rcadc had genuine powers of description, shown, for example, 
by the description of the bursting of the dam and die flood in Pi 4 t 
Yourself in His Places cannot be denied; but again it is description of 
the coarsest theatrical kind. One is impressed by it in the same wav 
as one is by parallel spectacles on the stage. One admires, but never 
for a moment docs one think it has anytliing to do with reality. The 
test of diis is simple: read Reade’s flood, and then the account of the 
flood in 77 ie Mill on the Floss. 

His best book no doubt is the only one generally read to-d.iv: 
The Cloister and (he Hearth (1861). In this novel of fifteendi-ccnturv 
Europe his capacity for research stood 1 dm in good stead. Children 
enjoy it still. Whether it is an adequate representation of the break-up 
of the medieval order is quite another matter. 

In their o\\'n time, Charles Reade’s name was generally linked with 
that of Wilkie Collins, and both were seen as in some respects disciples 
of Dickens. Notldng much is left of Rc.idc, but at least two novels. 
The IVomanin White {lS 6 o) and The Adoonstoiie{i'^ 6 S).\ieep Collins’s 
memory sweet. Both novelists were workuig at the opposite pole of 
manner and intention to Trollope, and tlus itself gives interest to Ids 
note on Collins in the Autobiography: 

When I sit down to write a novel I do not .it all know, and I do not 

very much care, how it is to end. Wilkie Collins seems so to construct 

his that he not only, before writing, plans evcrytiuiig on paper, dowm 

to the minutest detail, from the beginning to tlic end; but then plots 

It all back .ngain, to see that there is no piece of necessary dove-tailing 

which docs not dove-tail with absolute accuracy. Tlic construction is 

most minute and most wonderful. But I c.in never lose the taste of the 

construction. The author seems always to bo warning me to remember 

that somctlung h.ippcncd at exactly half-past two o’clock on Tuesday 

morning; or that a woman dis.ippcarcd from the ro.id juit flfieeii yards 

cyond the fourth milestone. One is constrained by mysteries and 

icmnicd in by difficulties, knowing, however, th.u tlie mysteries will 

c made clear, and the difficulties overcome by the end of the tliird 
volume. 

Tile criticism goes to the licart of Collins’s work and helps to 
cxplam the sources of his success and Ids failure. Trollope is really 
criticiziiig, and criticizing fundamentally, tlic whole gLMirc of fiction 
wc now call the detective novel. The genre was unknown to Trollope, 
** it Was to Collins, even tliough The Woman in White and The 
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Moonstone are the most brilliant detective novels ever written; and 
they arc tliat partly because the genre was unknown to him. The 
detective novel, of which there were then very few instances extant 
at all, had not yet split away from the body of fiction proper. Collins 
had to combine with his extremely ingenious plots all the qualities of 
a good ‘straight’ novel, and die combination he made was masterly. 
7 he IVoiiinn in IVlhte and The Moonstone represent an almost miracu¬ 
lous balance between the novel of mechanical plot and the novel of 
character. They satisfy completely as detective novels, but the cxi- 
goncic'S of detection arc not allowed to cripple the characters; diey 
spring, at any rate for the most part, from genuine observation and 
invention. Tcclmically, these novels remain of the greatest interest; 
by allowing die stories to be told in the words and from the points 
of view of die characters involved, Collins at once sliarply dramatizes 
the characters and presents diem from various angles. This gives an 
admirable illusion of solidity and reality to his work, for we are taken 
in succession into the nrinds of die personages in the action. This 
means, to put it at its lowest, that it was essential his characterization 
should be adequate. In these tsve novels it is much more dian merely 
adequate. Marion H.ilcombe, in The ITonian in tf'hile, is one of the 
best and most original characters in our fiction: she exists in her own 
right as a courageous, determined, generous person; and Rachel 
Verinder, in The Moonstone, is a fine rendering of a wcll-bom young 
woman of decided mind. 

Count Fosco, of^ ITotnan in JVihtc, has always been admired, and 
he is one of the great grotesques of our fiction. He cannot he said 
precisely to live; it is impossible to imagine liim outside die confines 
of the novel he was devised for; but he is a wonderful piece ofinven- 
tion and a most origin.il and attractive villain, many times reproduced 
since Ids creation by later novelists and film script-writers though 
never so well as Collins managed him. Sergeant Calf, in The Moon¬ 
stone, is .another of Collins’s prototypes. 

Collins is much more satisfying a novelist in his two detective 
novels tiun he ever is outside them. There, plot rules everydiing, 
and diis was lat.al to those novels in wliich Collins was intending 
seriously to deal widi serious questions. Trollope’s criticism was dicn 
just. Perli.ips it scarcely affects Annminle (iS66). which is generally 
considered his best book after The Woman in White and The Moon¬ 
stone, for Arnuiiiale is an exercise in pure melodrama based on the 
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notion of doom. Collins presents us with all the facts of the case in the 
first chapters; after that, wc read on in order to find out how Collins 
is going to bring us to the end that wc know is predetermined. The 
book has the fascination of a diabolically ingenious puzzle, and our 
only real concern is to see how Collins will solve the puzzle. 

Armadale jusafics itself on its own plane. Tliis cannot be said of liis 
propaganda novels such as No Name (1862) and The New Magdalen 
(1875). The latter is a novel on a favourite Victorian theme, the re¬ 
demption of the ‘fallen woman’; it is a protest against the hosciliev of 
Victorian society to the woman known to have fallen. It is done with 
consummate skill, but with the wrong kind of skill, for tlic initial 
situation, that of a woman who has taken over another’s idenritv so 
thoroughly that she can pass herself off as the other even antong 
people who have known her, is so improbable as to remove the 
novel immediately from the category in which Collins would have 
us consider it. 


Collins was always a superb story-teller; yet lus main significance 
for us to-day, 77 ;e Woman in While and The Mooiisionc apart, is, like 
Rcadc s, that he shows how necessary, inevitable, and salutar)- was 
the action against die kind of novels he wrote. He and Rcadc were 
damnably efficient in a very narrow way; they thought, felt, and 
expressed themselves in stereotyped forms which may originally 
have had some relation to the observed condirions of existence but liad 


precious litde when used by them. Before they died, Rcade in 1884 
^d Collins five years later, dicy could have read the first works in 
ction of Gissing and George Moore. What tlicy made of them, if 
they did read them, it is pointless to speculate. 



The Later Victorians 


I 

George Eliot’s first novel, /Ij/flmBff/f, was published in 1859. She 
has been described as the first modem English novelist. Put thus 
baldly, the statement begs too many questions to have much meaning. 
Yet it is true that her work marks a change in the nature of the English 
novel, a change so significant as almost to amount to a mutation in 
the form. She did not herself make the change; it would have occurred 
had she never written a word of fiction, and it was not spectacular in 
its operation. Moreover, it was a complex change, and not all its 
manifestations appear in her work. But 1859 saw the publication not 
only of Atlain BeJe but also of anotlier first novel, by a younger 
writer: George Meredith’s The OrJeat of Richard Feoercl. Together, 
vastly different tliough they are, they stand in sharp contrast to the 
works of cst.iblished novelists that .appc.ired in the same year, A Tale 
of Tti'O CiiifS, The I ’ir(;ituans. The Dcrrranis. It is precisely these 
works that make the public.uion of Adat» Bede and Richard Fevercl 
so 'icnific.nnt, for. by contrast with the fiction of Dickens, Thackeray, 
and Trollope, George Eliot’s and George Meredith’s first novels 
appear as new points of growth in our literature. 

They were the counterparts of new growing points .already visible 
in European fiction generally. Here dates arc relev.int. A translation 
of Turgenev’s Sportsman’s Shdehes had come out in English in 1855; 
in that year Tolstoy’s Sevastopol h.ad been published in Russia and 
Flaubert’s Madame Bovary in France. Dostoevsky’s The House of the 
Dead was to follow in 1S61 and Turgenev’s Fathers and Sons two 
years later. None of these works had any influence on George Eliot 
or Meredith, but looking back, we c.on sec diat the English writers 
belonged to the same broad movement that was shaping the novel 
anew in Europe; and henceforward, for English novelists younger 
than they, the usable past of fiction was to include, besides die tradi¬ 
tional English novel from Defoe onwards, nineteenth-century 
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Frcncli Russia fiction. The result, so far as England was con¬ 
cerned, was tile mutation of which the modem English novel was tlic 
produa. 

In what did the mutation consist? We can see roughly if we con¬ 
trast Flaubert, Turgenev, Tolstoy, and Dostoevsky with Dickens, 
Thackeray, and Trollope. The difference is not one of talent; rather it 
lies in the end the novelists have proposed for themselves. The English 
saw themselves sometimes as preachers and reformers, always as 
public entertainers. Their conception of diemselvcs was modest, their 
consaous aim notliing much more elevated than Wilkie Collins’s 
Make em laugh, make ’em cry, make ’em wait.’ Set ag.ainst this 
innocent notion of the novelist’s function Flaubert’s description of his 
ambition: ‘To desire to give verse-rh^-tlim to prose, yet to leave it 
prose and very much prose, and to svritc about ordinarv life as Ids- 
tones and epics are written, yet witliout falsifying the subject, is 
perhaps an absurd idea. ... But it may also be a grc.at experiment 
and very ongmal.’ The French novelist has arfog.itcd to lumsclf die 
nghts and privileges of die poet: he is taking his talent and Ids medium 
as scnously as poets do theirs; Flaubert’s words show the nineteenth- 
century novelist catching up. in the claims he makes for Ids vocation 
with the Romantic poets at the beginning of the ccntur>'. Flaubert’s 
ms It IS true, were not those of Dostoevsky or Tolstoy; yet in spite 
u;/ ' Scnuincncss of his affinity with Dickens, Dostoevskv, with 

min of man in relation to God. is plainly 

mmg die novel with a dcpdi of seriousness quite beyond anytidng 
th^rly Victorians proposed for it. ' 

aesAccirin'"'” European writers was both moral .ind 

In education George Eliot and Meredith. 

Endth of ‘''o comn.o,, run of 

Erst fictions' Unt l T* '' Ecu slic wrote licr 

reviewinc idm dk worked as a rationalist journalist, 

Jablc Icamin m philosophy. A woman of for- 

^sociates had U ^m Tliackerav’s 

"Dt intellectuals ^77 tlicmselvcs. journalists, artists, actors. 
•"gerwoSid ^ Plulosophcrs. George Eliot lived in a much 
g world of Ideas, ideas which conditioned her views of fiction 
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the shape her novels took, and the very imagery of her prose. 

So widi Meredith. Educated partly in Germany, influenced by 
French writers, a critical actutude towards England and its htcraturc 
was second nature to him. 

George Eliot was the greater novelist, though the work of the two 
b so different as to make them scarcely comparable. But Meredith 
brought into our fiction, consciously as Emily Bronte liad introduced 
it unconsciously, a quality of poetry wliich later noveUsts were to 
weave into tlie fabric they had inherited from George Eliot. 

George Eliot was that common Englisli type, the radical torj'. Her 
radicalism, at once cautious and courageous, lay in tlie spheres of 
theology and ctliics. Bom m the Established Chiuch, she had become 
a Calvinistic Mediodist as a girl; essentially religious, she was brought 
by her intellectual honesty to a reluctant agnosticism, an agnosticism 
that laid as remorseless a stress on morals, on right behaviour, as had 
the dissent of her youth. She writes, in Silas Alamcr: Favourable 
chance is the god of all men who follow their own devices instead of 
obe)'ing a law diey believe in. ... The evil principle deprecated in 
that religion, is the orderly sequence by which the seed brings forth a 
crop after i« kind.’ George Eliot believed, almost like a fanatic of 
determination, in ‘the orderly sequence by which die seed brings forth 
a crop after its kind’. Human beings were made for good or ill by 
dioir actions and in the hast an.dysis by dicir characters, and the 
consequences of dicir acdons were remorseless. She accepted im¬ 
plicitly Edgar’s words: 

The gods arc just, and of our pleasant \nccs 
Make instruments to plague us 

.and did so perhaps the more firmly because she could sec no evidence 
for die existence of gods. 

George Eliot’s moral beliefs cliimcd widi what appeared to be 
tlie findings of contemporar)' science, particularly heredit)', which 
appeared as a scientific - and scientifically proved — determinism. 
Tliis gave her fiction great audiority in its day; later, it was to make it 
seem dated; now, when she is again seen as a great novelist, we realize 
how much of her strcngdi is derived from die very intransigence of 
her view of hum.m beings. It was a view too mechanistic to allow’ her 
to write tragedy. But, by placing die responsibility' for a man’s life and 
t.ite firmly on the individual and liis moral clioiccs, she changed the 


THE LATER VICTORIANS 


221 


nature of the English novel. If it is the individual’s choice of actions 
t^t shape Iiis life, then plot in the old sense of something external to 
character and often working unknown to it, is irrelevant and un¬ 
necessary. .Character, in fact, itself becomes plot; though in her 
greatest novel character itself is discovered to be conditioned by 
environment, or rather, its capacity for growth and scope to be 
urmted, almost to the point of tragedy, by the world around it. 

George Eliot’s toryism is evident in her traditionalism, her delight 
m an ordered, hierarchical way of life in which everyone has liis 
pr«cnbed place and duties. In her youth she had been a great reader 
ot Scott, and Scott is probably the greatest single influence on her 
nenon. She wrote for the most part of a society and a way of life over 

r ’ I' "'^y of in 

tier childhood, that of midland England before the first Reform Bill. 

Itie valua that informed the mid-ccntury. however, were already 
opting m the world she described. Yet. like Scott, she gained from 
finJ iTj • described was a finislicd one. Since it was 

in t\, It could therefore be described complctclv; and 

the sobdiiy and comprehensiveness witli wliich she created her 
tictional world she has no peer in English except Scorr. 

andTr, noted, in her admirable George Eliot: Htr MinJ 

Broun fo™ of novels - an inner circle (a small 

outer^ri in a moral dilemma) surrounded by an 

rcsol dV social world within which tlic dilen ima has to be 
amonvAfK u- ^ from the first in Adam Bcdc, which is, 

siruetiir— ^1 ^bout a whole village and a whole social 

farmer’ niade Ecc of the squire’s hall, the rectory, the tenant 

distinrr , carpenter’s cottage, all of whicli exist in a 

others’lives Yer^ anotlier; all, one might say. arc part oftlie 
hnotofa o’ t ^ ^ ^ novel especially, George Eliot’s imagination 
the outer • i** ^nch more free when working on the figures of 
it is sK^r niajor characters of the smaller circle wit Inn 

occupations Th intellectual, which arc her moral, jsre- 

tetained th * 1,1 become unnecessarily overt. Slic 

even uob of course, of commenting on, e.xplauiing, 

Mccssiv ” characters; in Adam Bide she carries it to quite 

prose suffers from the clefeets of lier 

• iclding and Thackeray, who had similarly indulged 
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George Eliot’s prose has neither grace nor wit; it is serviceable, but 
lacks the conversational ease that alone makes the author’s inter¬ 
ventions in the story in his own voice tolerable for long. It is not 
altogether pleasant to be lectured by George Eliot. 

To state the matter too extremely, AJam Bede falls into two parts. 
They may be summed up in two sentences that occur in the novel. 
She writes, in her capacity of narrator: It is for this rare, precious 
quality of truthfulness that I delight in many Dutch paintings, which 
lofty-minded people despise. I find a source of delicious s^’mpathy in 
these faithful pictures of a monotonous homely existence, whicli has 
been the fate of so many more among my fellow mortals dian a life 
of pomp or of absolute indigence, of tragic suffering or of world- 
stirring actions.’ ‘This rare, precious quaUty of truthfulness perfeedy 
describes the ambience of the novel and makes it. Far from the Madding 
Crcii’d apart, the finest pastoral novel in English. Then there are the 
Rector Mr Irwine’s words: ‘Consequences arc unpitying. Our deeds 
c.arry’ their terrible consequences, quite apart from any fluctuations 
tliat w’cnt before - consequences that arc hardly ever confined to 
ourselves.’ These sentences define the iimcr action; the fall of Hetty' 
Sorrel, her seduction by Arthur Doiuiithome, the consequent 
wretchedness of Adam Bede, and his subsequent marriage to Dinah 
Morris. This is handled with great tcmperatcncss - up to a point. 
Arthur Donnithomc, die young squire, is admirably done: this is no 
Stccrfordi seducing Little Em’Iy, but a toucliing, idyllic lovo-affair in 
which bodi young people are caught. Yet one cannot help revolting 
against wliat seems her creator’s vindictiveness towards Hetty'. 
Hetty’s pretty sensuality is beautifully rendered: everyone in the 
novel who meets her feels it, and so does die reader. But for George 
Eliot it seems to be a bad mark against her, somcdiing in itself repre¬ 
hensible. George Eliot, we learn from her biographen, was perhaps 
overconscious of what she construed as her own ugliness, and it 
sometimes appears diat in her fiction she had to mortify women 
beautiful as she herself was not. She could not, one feels, forgive 
sexual passion. Hetty has to suffer because she has fallen a victim to it 
herself and arouses it in others. 

The lack of feeling for sexual passion, indeed, this deliberate 
turning away' from it, makes Adam Bede’s marriage to Dinah at the 
end of the book difficult to accept. And here a further compHcation 
obtrudes: ncidier Adam nor Dinah quite convinces. The ‘good 
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characters set in contrast to Donnithomc and Hetty, tlicy arc too good 
to be true. The novel is a wonderful study of the impact of Mediodism 
on English life, but that is not to say tliat tlie characterization of 
Dinah is successful. Conscious goodness in a cluractcr is the most 
difficult quality a novelist can portray, for goodness conscious of 
itself is surely the most treacherous quality a human being can feel; 
its most likely consequences arc those tliat appear m Mauriac s Brigitte 
Pian, in L4 Pliarisiemtc. Dinali is never Pharisaic, because she is 
shown in the very actions of goodness. But for the modem reader she 
is almost fatally handicapped by die dialogue she has to speak, what 
die eighteenth century called ^Mcdiodistical cant i the words put into 
her mouth are of a kind that has been parodied and burlesqued so 
many times in fiction before and after George Eliot that it is now 
extremely hard to imagine them spoken with passion and sincerity. 

George Eliot tried too hard widi Dinah, and she tried too hard 
with Adam Bede, who seems now a humourless, hectoring, loqua- 
scious prig. In this novel, as elsewhere, she is most successful in con¬ 
vincing us of human goodness when she does not go all out to do so; 
in such a cliaracter as the Rector Mr Irwinc, not at all a model parish 
priest by evangelical standards. 

What is memorable in Addftt Bede is its ambience, die pastoral 
outer circle of life in Broxton diat encloses die moral action: the 
scenes in Mrs Poyscr^s farniliousc and at die Rectory, the harvest 
supper and die rest. It is these that warm the iiuicr moral acdon into 
life. The "Dutch interiors' of die Poysers liavc always been praised, 
and could scarcely be overpraised, for die endless rhythm of one 
kind of'monotonous homely existence' is caught for ever. Doubtless 
George Eliot was using the memories of her childliood, but it seems 
to me as certain as such things can be diat she is rcnicmbcrmg her 
cliildhood through Scott. It has been debated endlessly wliicli is the 
better in the rendering of rural speech and character, George Eliot or 
Hardy. No answer can be given, if only because we arc coiitrontcd 
with dialects now dead; at any rate we may confidently say that no 
one speaks like Mrs Poyscr in Warwicksliirc to-day. Yet Hardy surely 
renders his rustic speech more frcslily tliaii George Eliot. George 
Eliot formalizes it, stylizes is. There is a ricli humorous appreciation 
of it, but it is the delighted appreciation of someone recording it from 
die outside and from a superior station. George Eliot is at pains to 
render her rural speech idiosyncratic not only of individuals but of 
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Specific groups. Here are Mr and Mrs Poyscr discussing Hetty Sorrel: 

‘Nay, nay,' said Mr Poyscr, ‘thee mustn't judge Hetty too hard. 
Tlicm young gcHs are like th’unripe grain; they 11 make a good nrcal 
by-and-by, but they’re squashy as yet. Thcc’t see Hctty’ll be all right 
when she’s got a good husband and children of her own.' 

don't want to be hard upo’ the gcll. She’s got cliver fingen of her 
o\% n, and can be useful enough when she likes, and I should miss her 
wi’ the butter, for she’s got a cool hand. An’ let be what may I d strive 
to do my part by a niece of yours, and that I’ve done; for I’ve taught 
her everything as belongs to a house, an’ I’ve told her her duty often 
enough, though, God knows, I’ve no breath to spare, an’ tliat catchin’ 
pain comes on dreadful by times. W»’ them tltrcc gells in the house I’d 
need have twice die strength to keep ’em up to their work. It s like 
having roast-meat at du-ce fires; as soon as you've basted one, another’s 

burnin’.’ 

What gives dieir speech its character arc the images die Poysers 
call upon. But they arc different images: Mr Po)’scr’s, with his smulics 
from unripe grain, arc diosc of the farmer: Mrs Poyscr s those of the 
housewife. Mrs Poyscr is certainly individualized beyond this; but 
bodi gain strength from the fact drat their speech is, as it were, generic; 
the speccli ol a special category ot beings of w’hich each is an in¬ 
dividual member. Scott did the same widi his peasant characters, and 
as with Scott, dre result is that such charaaers take on a univcrsaht>'; 
ui a way, they come to represent die enduring norms of life in society. 
Much of the solidic>^ of George Eliot’s recreation of the scene of 
p.istoral Warwickshire comes from tliis: Mrs Poyscr is not only one 
quite sharplv mdividualized farmer’s wife, she is every farmer’s wife. 
And pcrlraps part of Adam Bede’s failure comes from a false applica¬ 
tion of the same convention. Adam too is made habitually to express 
liiiiisclf in die terms of his craft; but it is not Adam’s place to be a 
rt prcscnt.ative carpenter, and in lus mouth his analogies trom joinery 
and building emerge as platitudes and copy-book maxims. 

George Eliot’s fiction falls naturally into two parts. Scates of 
Ciri.al Life, AJaiii BeJe, The Mill on the Floss, and Silas Manur 
were all published between 185S .and 1S61. Ronwla, three years later, 
heralded her more ambitious period, wliich comprised Felix Holt (he 
RaJical in iS6rt, MulMeiiiareh in iSjr-z, and Daniel Dcronda in 1876. 
The speed with which the novels of her first period were produced 
sliows how accessible was dae vein of im.igin.ition on which she drew. 
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Rowo/a suggests her realization that it liad been cxJiaustcd, and her 
later work proves that she felt die necessity to dig more deeply. 

In The Mill on the Floss, however. Georgc^Eliot had only to 
remember. The nucleus oi Adam Bede, the action of which begins in 
1799. was an anecdote told to the author bv her Methodist aunt of a 
visit she had paid to an ignorant girl condemned to death for murder¬ 
ing her child. The Mill on the Floss had no such origin. It may not be 
an autobiographical novel as Sons and Lowers is, but Mag<»ic Tulliver 
bears a much closer relationship to George EUoc than any character in 
die earlier novel docs. Indeed, it is not going too far to say that Maggie 
IS the essential Mary Ann Evans that George Eliot w.is bom. and 
this close relationship between die author and her lieroinc gives tlic 
novel a warmth and immediacy Adam Bede lacks. It is from the 
idcntificauon that The Mill on the Floss gets its power and its charm. 
As a detailed rendering of the growth of a girl to young womanhood, 
a girl marked by mtcllcctual disunction. a generously ardent nature 
and a strong capacit)' for feeling. Maggie has never been surpassed. 
We do not for one moment question the intcllectu.il ability or the 
spimiMl quality of this girl, her craving for a larger world of the mind 
and the emotions or - what exists almost by reilex action - her dedi- 
cation to self-service. 'I was never satisfied is itli a little of anything.’ 
she ^lls Pluhp Wakem. ‘That is why it is better for me to do widiout 
earthly happiness altogether... I never felt that I had enough music - 
I wanted more mstruments playing together - 1 wanted voices to be 
iuller and deeper.’ And she is set perfectly in her yeoman background 
on the edge of the country town, set perfectly in her relations to her 
parents, her adored brother and circle of aunts and uncles. The world 
re-created in it is a much more deeply felt one th.an that of Adam Bede. 

I a sense, it is a more real one; and never has the conservatism, the 
vin~^°i^^ acen^, die lack of imagination of a long-estabhshcd pro- 
Cia soacty been better rendered. It is rendered with affection, with 
numour. and witli complete understanding. 

sterns that George Eliot’s identification with her heroine 
oo^cofnp etc for the novel to be more than partially successful, 
aggie s childhood is wonderfully described; because of this wc can 
^vodon to her brother, the coarse-fibred, arrogant Tom, 
cvid<*n,*!l,^ when Maggie reaches young womanhood. For it is 
for ./.IC 1^* s spiritual ardours are in fact excessive, her desire 

^ negation too wilful. Intellectually, George Eliot herself 
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recognized diis, for it is one of the functions of Philip Wakem, who 
loves her, to act as Maggie’s confidant; he is in part ‘the reader’s 
friend’, and his job is to elucidate Maggie both to herself and to the 
reader, to set her and her ardours of emotion in perspective. So when 
Maggie says to him: ‘Is it not right to resign ourselves entirely, what¬ 
ever may be denied us? I have found great peace in diat for the last 
two or dirce years - even joy in subduing my own will’, he can retort, 
as the reader wishes to: 

Yes, and you arc shutting yourself up in a narrow self-delusive 
fanaticism, which is only a svay of escaping pain by starving into 
datness all the liiglicst powers of your nature. ... You are not resigned: 
yau are oiUy trying to stupefy yourself. 

But the criticism of Maggie remains intellectual; as a character she 
is not seen criticiUy by her creator at all. This comes out clearly 
when Maggie, tacitly engaged to Philip, falls in love widi and is swept 
otf her feet by Stephen Guest, who is tacidy engaged to her cousin 
Luc}'. The situation is necessary so that Maggie may be made to make 
a moral choice. It is weakene^l, for us. because the nature of die 
choice as George Ehot sees it is radier different from what it w'ould 
be for a young woman placed in similar circumstances to-day. But 
that is relatively unimportant. What is important is the character of 
Stephen Guest and the Ught Maggie’s attitude towards him throws 
on her. 

Stephen Guest has aKva)-s been attacked. Leslie Stephen described 
Irim as a mere hairdresser’s block’. Swinburne called him a ‘cur’ 
for whom horsewliipping was too good. As a sclf-satbfied, superior, 
ratlicr bounderisli young man, Stephen Guest is con\incing enough; 
and it is also well widiiii die order of things that even so fine a spirit 
as Maggie should be sexually attracted by liim. She might welt be 
deluded by him. But that tlic delusion should persist is quite another 
m.uter. It does, and it does so because George Eliot herself is deluded 
by him. Slic does not, in other words, recognize that she has created a 
young man of vulgar pretentiousness. If diis w.is a sign of immaturity 
on her part, in die novel it con only appear as immaturity on Maggie’s, 
immaturity of which her author is quite imawarc. Stephen Guest is 
siinpK not .idequate to a young woni.ui of Maggie’s fmencssof sensi- 
biluv and discrimination, and Ids role in the novel forces us to question 
wIk cIkt we haven't been wrong all along in our estimate of her. 
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In die third volume of The Mill on the Floss, dicn, George Eliot lets 
herself, and her heroine, down very badly. She spoils her novel, and 
to make tilings worse, goes on to ruin it by the quite arbitrary ‘tragic’ 
ending, the flood of die Floss, Maggie’s rescue of her estranged 
brother, and dieir reunion in death. If you have a river in a novel, a 
flood is always tempting; but by yielding to die temptation, George 
Eliot, instead of allowing Maggie to resolve die moral dilemma in 
wliich she found herself, and live by its consequences, took the easy 
way and substituted for a genuine resolution a cliche-ending from 
the stock of Victorian fiction. 

George Eliot concluded this first period of her career widi a work 
wliich, though slight, is as perfect as any prose fiction in the lan¬ 
guage. Silas Mamcr is a small miracle. The story of a poor dissenting 
weaver who, betrayed by his friend, is accused of theft, loses his 
future wife, goes into exile in a remote countiy’ district and becomes 
a miser, is robbed of his gold, and redeemed and brought back to 
human fellowship by the discovery and adoption of a goldcn-liaired 
baby girl: only George Eliot could have succeeded widi it in her osvn 
time, and no novelist of any seriousness since her day would have 
dared attempt it. It has the charm of a fairy story with die solidity of 
a completely created fictitious societ)*. One scarcely knows which to 
admire the more: die sureness of George Eliot’s feelings or the fine¬ 
ness of her literary tact. They arc not of course to be separated: the 
surencss of her feelings is expressed dirough her literary tact, and one 
sign of her tact is how she handles Mamer. He is die central character 
of the novel; but his appearance in the book is never continuous; he is 
off-stage radicr more often than he is on, and the normality of the 
scene which is Ids background is such that we always see liim in two 
distinct ways at once: as the pathetic figure lie in trudi is, which is 
how George Eliot shows him, and as the essentially alien creature, 
the outsider, th.it he is for die villagers. The norm of life in die novel 
is expressed in die wonderful conversations in the Rainbow Inn, wliich 
embody George Eliot’s finest delineations of rustic characters and her 
finest humour. To this life Mamcr is always marginal; and in a sense 
he remains marginal to us until lie finally finds his place in human 
fellowship again. Silas Marncr is a novel of redemption; but the 
redemption is not Marncr’s alone, for the novel has a double action, 
Mamcr*s and the young squire Godfrey Cass’s, in wlddi Mamer is 
tile unwitting agent. 
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Silas Mamcr is the most Wordsworthian of novds, comparable in 
its effect and in its feeling for natural piety with such poems as ‘Simon 
Lee’, 'The Idiot Boy’, ‘Michad’, and ‘Resolution and Independence . 

Of the four novels of her second period the only one tliat is a 
success is Middlemarch. Romola, her novel of Renaissance Floraice, 
everyone has agreed was a mistake: by turning her attention to 
fiftccntli-century Italy she cut herself off from what the main source 
of her power as a novelist, the loving, accepting contemplation of 
early nineteenth-century Warwickshire and its inhabitants. As much 
as Wordsworth or Hardy, slie depended for the full exercise of her 
creative scope on a particular place at a particular time. In Romola she 
had to rely excessively on her intellect. It was a formidable one, but 
great novels arc not tlie product of intellect alone, and widi George 
Eliot especially there is always a clash, except when she is at her 
greatest, bct\vccn her intellect and her imagination. 

Tliis is no less evident in Felix Holt the Radical, tliough it is much 
less a failure than Romola. A failure it was bound to be because of the 
plot George Eliotsaddled herself with, a plot based upon the minutiae 
of tlic law wliich, in itself, would be enough to have made the novel 
an exposition of a special case radier than of general interest. In fact, 
no reader’s interest has ever been engaged by the plot of Felix Holt. 
Holt liimsclf is a bore, and this against the reader’s will, for intrinsic¬ 
ally he is an interesdng character. He is never, however, quite allowed 
to establish himself. Instead, a point of view is established. It is a 
valuable one: dut the working man’s power to vote ssill count for 
nothing ssnthout the power to use it ssnsely. But it is no longer exaedy 
new, and it w.isn’t when George Eliot was writing; and Felix Holt 
remains as it were a frozen attitude, ahnost a propagandist’s dummy, 
as may be seen if he is compared wndi liis silly old modier, who is 
alive from die first complaining w'ord she utters. 

The excitement of Felix Holt is intermittent; but the excitement 
when felt is real, and of a kind not commonly experienced in fiction. 
There are few truer or more touching charaaers in our literature, for 
example, than Mr Lyon, the dissenting minister: he is a splendid 
instance of George Eliot’s intuitive understanding of spiritual and 
intellectual ardour. And reading of Esdicr Lyon’s relation with Felix, 
one sees how George Eliot enters and occupies an area of experience 
novelists have commonly ignored: the simple and enduring human 
aspiration towards goodness. When she writes of Esther: 
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She heard the doors close behind liiin, and felt free to be miserable. 
She cried bitterly. If she might have married Fcli.x Holt, she could liavc 
been a good woman. She felt no trust tliat she could ever be good 
without him ... 

we realize chat we have been shown an aspect of love generally 
neglected but wliich liere impresses by its very truth. 

But the great character of Felix Holt is Mrs Transonic, in whom 
George Eliot’s abiding preoccupation witJi die effects on die in¬ 
dividual of his past actions here finds intensest expression. Mrs 
Transomc lias smned long before die action of die book begins. She 
stands before us immediately and dramadcalJy as die embodiment of 
the wasted life, wasted because committed to a sin die consequences 
of wliich she cannot evade and the knowledge of which shapes her 
whole being. Secret remorse eats her away like a cancer. All George 
Eliot s most passionate apprehension of die results ot sin on cJiaracter 
go into die rendering of her; she is, Gwendolen Harlcth apart, her 
creator s most powerful symbol of the bleakness and bitterness of 
despair, of guilt that consumes its possessor. 

The figure of Mrs Transome shows how George Eliot's vision of 
human fate had darkened, deepened, and intensified in this second 
period of her work. But, except in Middlcmarch, diis intensified vision 
of a personal nemesis received, in terms of her novels judged as 
wholes, flawed expression. Her last book, Daniel Dcronda, succeeds 
and fails in much the same way as Felix Hole, and for similar reasons. 
Its weakness is self-evident: it is the clash between the imaginatively 
conceived character of Gwendolen Harlcth and die action in which 
she is centred on the one hand and die intellectually fabricated plea for 
Zionism on die other. This latter is purely propagandist; Zionism 
lias turned out in result different from anything George Eliot 
imagined, and the ver)' fact th.nt we now liavc an actual Zionism and 
an actual Zionist state to set against her iin.iginations makes diem the 
less convincing. But Gw’endolcii Harlcth is as convincing to-day as 
ever she was. She is a m.ignificcnc creation, as great as any in our 
literature, and she is die product of sheer imaginative power. She is 
nodiing like George Eliot herself, as Maggie TulJivcr and Dorothea 
Brooke may fairly he claimed to be. She is cold, arrogant, calculating, 
self-willed, where diey arc warm, impulsive, self-sacrificing; she is 
indeed much nearer Mrs Transome, and nemesis, in the shape of 
marriage to Grandcourt and her belief that she is responsible for iiis 



THE ENGLISH NOVEL 


230 

death, inevitably comes down on her. And she is rcaJized in all her 
complexity; she is not simply an upper middle-class Rosamond 
Vincy. She is a wonderful symbol of the sacrifice to false gods and its 
consequences, wonderful because of the greamess of her stature a d 
the complexity of her motives. She will keep Daniel Deronda perma¬ 
nently interesting. 

There remains Middlcmarch. It has become the fashion to murmur 
‘Tolstoy’ when this great novel is mentioned and to speak of ‘a 
provincial War and Peace. George Eliot was not a Tolstoy; whole 
areas of experience Tolstoy effortlessly illuminated were quite outside 
her knowledge. Part of her genius, as Aiiddleinarch shows more 
plainly than any of her novels, was a genius for anah-sis totally unlike 
his. Yet the almost inevitable reference to War and Peace does indi¬ 
cate the largeness of scale of Middlemarch. In it she creates a pro¬ 
vincial socict)’ of greater scope than any slic had attempted before, the 
society of Coventry and its rural environs in the years immediately 
before tlie first Reform Act of 1832. It is the most comprehensive ol 
her novels and tlic most successful; because in it she was able, as she 
was not elsewhere except in the very much smaller range of Silas 
Marner, to integrate all its parts. Middlcmarch is among other things a 
beautiful composition. And tliis despite the fact that it is built up of 
four major plots: tlic stor)' of Dorotlica Brooke; the story of Lyd¬ 
gate’s marriage; the history of Mary Garth; and the fall of the banker 
Bulstrode. All these are related one to another without strain, and all 
have as it w'crc their satellite minor centres of interest; together, they 
make a network that encloses the whole life and movement of opinion 
and events in a provincial cit)'. 

Yet two of die plots, those cohering about Dorothea and Lydgate, 
arc more important than the odicrs in the sense diat widtout them the 
novel would be unthinkable; .and of these Dorothea’s takes first 
place, simplv because Dorodica stands at die heart of George Eliot s 
concepdon. She is die largest character and die one nearest to the 
heroic. The wonder is that wc do not tliink George Eliot’s claims 
for her arc inordinate. For in AlidJletiuirch George Eliot is invesu- 
garing himian aspirations, in particular the aspirations to scr\'c and to 
be good, under two aspects; dicrc is the part played in dieir realization 
by die individual human being himself, w'iih all his frailties, his 
imperfect self-knowledge, and liis w’ill-powcr, and dierc arc the limits 
set by the socict)' in which he is bom. To bodi Dorothea Brooke is 
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with which she IS conceived but nlso because of the inai;nitudc of the 
Eh*LTs^ayt"* Theresa in tlie prelude to the novel, George 

That Spanish woman who lived three himdred years aeo svas 

fo^d for themselves no epic life svherein there was a constant unfoll 

of a cerT"’”'’"’' ^T"' ’’a"’’"'’' tl.e offspring 

^porZt^' "^ri. the n.eanneL of 


Dorothea b seen as a St Theresa bom in the wrong place at the 
w Jg tune. She ts. as it were, a heightened Maggie Tulh'ver, a Maggi 
TtJhver wtth the advantages of social position, svealth, and h^de^ 

d.ink^!!” d" “"'•““S. f°r she is. one can't help 

th rnkmg. drunk With the splendour of her aspirations, and it is a 

valid crtticism of George Eliot's presentation of her that so often to 

the modem reader her zeal for sclf-sacrif.ee. her lust al.uost. to serve 

the highest where she secs it. should seem spiritual arrogance, tlie 

pride of self-nghteousness. She is to a degree sclf-deccived; the 

intensity of her vision makes her blmd to what lies outside its 
illuminjiQon. Ai George Eliot writes: 


All Dorotheas passion was transfused through a mind struggling 

towyds an ideal life; the radiance of her transfigured girlhood fell on 

the first object that came within its level. The impetus with which 

inclination became resolution was heightened by those little events of 

the day which had aroused her discontent with the actual conditions of 
her life. 


The first object which comes within her level is the scholar Mr 
Casaubon. Her passion for the ideal transfigures him, and it is part of 
the irony of her fate that the truth about him is seen not by her but 
by comparatively iinpcrccptivc characters like Sir J.imcs Chettam 
and Mrs Cadwalladcr, people of no vast ambitions or insights but 
content merely to do their duty according to the positions in which 
they find themselves. ‘She says’. Mrs Cadwallader remarks, ‘he is .i 
great soul. A great bladder for dried peas to rattle m!’ She is not quite 
ng 1^ but nearly so; and Dorothea’s disillusionment, having married 
Mr Casaubon, is inevitable and bitter. C.isaubon is one of George 
thot s supreme achievements, and it is difficult to chink of any other 
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EngliiJi novelist wlio could, having conceived him, have drawn liim 
so unerringly. Never has desiccated pedantry been more devastatingly 
rendered. He has obvious affinities with Mrs Transomc; like her, he is 
living a lie, the knowledge of which he dare not divulge but which 
haunts him ceaselessly. His very jealousy of Dorothea springs out of 
fear that she has penetrated his secret; for his great book, which has 
become the reason of his existence, in his osvn eyes, in Dorothea’s 
and the world’s, is, as he knows, a work of no significance. 

Casaubon is a terrifying figure of haunted furility. George EUot’s 
comprehension of him and pity for him arc such that he exists on the 
grand scale. He too - and we are made almost against our will to fee) 
this - has within him ‘a certain spiritual grandeur’, but one ‘ill 
matched whth the meanness of opportunity’. We cannot, any more 
than we can Dorotlica, call him a tragic figure; yet, like Dorothea, 
he impresses us as a being capable of suffering tragedy, and we 
arc moved to compassion by die sense of waste that informs his 

In die shape of the novel as a whole, the figure of Dorothea is 
balanced by that of Lydgate. Interesting as he is, he is a lesser character, 
a smaller conception; he does not strike us as being capable of tragedy. 
George Eliot notes that ‘in die multitude of middle-aged men who go 
about their vocations in a daily course determined for them much in 
the same way as the tic of their cravats, there is alwa)^ a good number 
who once meant to shape dicir own deeds and alter the world 
a little . Lydgate, the young doctor, is of this number. He is ambitious, 
indeed he has settled in Middlcmarch because ofhis ambition: 

He went to study in Paris with the determination that when he came 
home again he would settle in sonic provincial town as a general 
practitioner, and resist the irrational severance bet\vcen medical and 
surgical knowledge in the interest ofhis own scientific pursuits, as well 
as of the general advance: he would keep away from the range of 
London intrigues, jealousies, and social truckling, and win celebrity, 
however slowly, as jenner had done, by the independent value of liis 
work. 

Hy gaining tlic support of the pliilanthropic banker Bulstrode, w'ho 
is building a new hospital, Lydgate seems to be in a fair w'ay to 
acliieving his ambitions. He is defeated panly by himself, partly by 
the very provincial circumstances in which he has opted to settle. As 
tar as the man himself is concerned, he has what George Eliot calls 
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■spots of commonness'. It is tiiesc 'spots of commonness’, this dis- 
continmcy m the fineness of his texture, which lead to his marn ino 
Rosamund Vincy, tliat magnificent image of the self-satisfied accept 
tance of a mean notion of social behaviour. Rosamund is adamant 
in her idea of what is owing to her. But the frustration of Ly dgate’s 
ambitions is not by any means due wholly to the ‘spots of common- 
ness’ of which liis disastrous marriage is a symbol; it arises quite as 
much from the life of Middicmarch itself, svith its professional 
jealousies and intrigues, its political oppositions, and, above all 
perhaps, from iiis association with Bulstrode. It arises, in other words, 
partly from the nature of things. 

If we take Dorothea and Lydgate as die poles of MiManarch. 
m between them, clustered about them, and clustered about the m’o 
other main plots,^s as large and diverse a coilcaion of characters as 
exists in any English novel. There are failures, of course. Bulstrode is a 
striking representation of one side of the Evangelical Movement, its 
relation to capitalism and economic and social power; but the crime 
that cats at Bulstrodc’s heart is too melodramatic for its context and to 
that extent unconvincing. Then the Gartli family tends to suffer ffom 
die monotony of goodness. Yet die gallery is a brilliant one. its mem¬ 
bers far too numerous to be itemized; one may only instance repre¬ 
sentative members. Dorothea’s sister Celia, her liusband Sir James, 
Mr Brooke, and that splendid comic character die auaioncer Mr 
Trumbull, who astonishes whenever he appears. 

In one part of Iicr conception, however, George Eliot fails. This is 
the cliaractcr of Ladislaw. Her failure here is akin to her failure with 
Stephen Guest. Both George Eliot and Jier licroinc sec qualities in him 
that no reader has succeeded in perceiving. He is plaiiil)- meant to 
stand for the free spirit, and here Iiis role is like that of Philip Wakeni. 
He is the voice, where Dorodiea is concerned, of common sense. 
When he tells Dorothea: ‘The best picr\' is to enjoy - when you can 
... It IS of no use to try and take care of all die world; that is being 
taken care of when you feel delight - in art or in anytliing else. 

ould you turn all the youth of the world into a tragic chorus, woil- 
mg and moralizing over misery?’ he is obviously speaking for George 
iot herself, and, incidentally, striking a note heard far too rarely in 

a lover and husband for Dorodiea he appears as 
totally inadequate, the product, one can only think, of Ixis author's 
dream-fantasies. 
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George Eliot is seen at her greatest in Middlcmarch. Not aU ter 
qualities are manifest in it; it lacks the charm of the first part of The 
Mill on the Floss and Silas Mamer, and the humour is much more 
severely controlled. But it expresses, as the earlier books do not, a 
complete experience of life, experience in the widest sense, imagina¬ 
tive and intellectual alike- The view of life expressed is a sombre 
one, and one that cannot be wholly accepted: much of value is lost if, 
as George Eliot seems to conceive it, hie is seen as primarily a gym¬ 
nasium for the exercise of the moral faculties. 

Perhaps this is not much more than to sav that George EUot has to 
pay the price of her camesmess. One says it is excessive, yet, fiised 
with her remarkable imagination and her intellectual power, it made 
her the great novelist she is. It meant that she had a comprehensive 
view of life, a view that could take in every variety of experience 
that she knew. And, like an ardently held religious behef, it made 
every action of her charaaers important. Agnostic though she was, it 
isn t going too far to say tliat in tliis sense she is a religious novelist, 
as Bunyan is, or Mauriac to-day. In consequence, the characters them¬ 
selves achieve a new importance in her novels, almost as though their 
eternal well-being is constantly in the balance. And one of the signs 
of this new importance of the characters is her relentless and scrupu¬ 
lous analysis of them: when we meet Dorothea, Casaubon, and Lyd¬ 
gate we realize that it is die very thorouglincss and intensity of her 
analysis tliat creates them. This is somcdiing new in Englisli fiction, 
which later novelists, such as Gissing and Henry James, Conrad and 
Lawrence, were to take up. It is indeed precisely here diat her essential 
modernity lies. 

2 

Shelley wrote: The distinedon between poets and prose-writers is a 
vulgar error, and for Iiini Plato, Bacon, and Rousseau arc poets, for 
their appeal primarily is to die imagination. In this sense all novelists 
might be considered poets. Yet it is obvious diat the pleasure wc get 
from Jane Austen, for instance, is not the kind of pleasure we normally 
expect to get from poctr)’. Matthew Arnold picked out, as one of the 
essciui.i]s of poeCT)', what he called natural magic’, die recognition 
of which is one of the ways, perhaps ultimately the only way, by 
which we know a work is poetry. Wc do not find it in Jane Austen. 
We arc delighted by her, we rejoice in the unerringness of her per* 
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ccptions and discriminations, in the truth and accuracy of her de¬ 
lineation of character and society witlun the limits she lias set herself. 
But we do not get from her the surprise of magic, die flash of revela¬ 
tion in the light of which we see somctliing we realize is new; it is the 
sense of its being new that causes die surprise. TJiis we get repeatedly 
in Dickens, in individual characters and in general ei?cct. Here he 
stands in contrast to all his immediate contemporaries except Emily 
Bronte. We cannot avoid calling him poetic - poetic in a way that 
Thackeray, Trollope, and George Eliot arc not* 

Dickens is poetic not as a result of any especial use of language, 
but by virtue of the intensity of his visual sense and his awareness of 
relationships below the conscious level. He is a symbolist; his work 
is poetic as dreams arc poetic. When Flaubert, however, wrote to 
Louise Colct of iiis ambition ‘to give vcrst^rliydim to prose’ and to 
write about ordinary life as epics arc written, he meant exaedy what he 
said. His concern was with words; Itis aim was to give the prose 
paragraph the texture and c.xactitudc of classical poetry; he wanted to 
get into prose die 'peculiar property of poetry’ as Coleridge defined 
it: the property of exciting a more continuous and equal attention 
than the language of prose aims at.’ Sometimes, then, poetr)' in novels 
will appear in the novelist’s visionary intensity, as in Dickens and in a 
somewhat different way Hardy; sometimes it will appear in his use of 
^Suage, which, though not in die conventional form of poetry, 
will enable him to express moments of consciousness in his char¬ 
acters common to all but liidicrto only expressible in poetry. We 
find examples of bodi in Meredith. 

But Meredith was also a poet in the teclmical sense, and whedicr 
We look on him as a poet first and a novelist second, or I'lVc versa, liis 
fiction exists in the larger context of his work .is a whole; for Meredith 
his novels were merely one form liis poetry took. His work is not 
nearly so highly rated now as it was at the beginning of the century. 
When one looks at liis fiction as a whole, however, it seems much 
more likely than not that Meredith’s present eclipse will prove only 
ternporary. The reasons for die eclipse arc obvious enough. His 
philosophy has worn badly, [ts essence is cont.iined in his lines: 

Into the breast that bears the rose, 

Shall I with shuddering fill? 

He identified hunsclf with the spirit of evolution as lie conceived it, 
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and one can see how exhilarating he muse have been tmtil Shaw’s 
Creative Evolution stole a considerable part of his thunder. Then, in 
style and attitude alike, he must liave appeared as something like a 
later Carlyle, but an optimistic Carl)’lc, saying ‘Yea’ to life not as 
a categorical imperative but out of sheer exuberance of spirit But 
to-day, E. M. Forster’s devastating comment on his attitude, ‘the 
home counties posing as the tmiversc’, seems an accurate summing-up. 

His prose, besides, is as far removed as it can be from our present 
ideas of what constitutes good style. At its worst, it is rebarbativciy 
Teutonic and vulgar, and at its best, except when it fuses into poetry, 
it is too brilliant, fatiguing because of excess of epigram and meta¬ 
phor; it dazzles, and because it dazzles, tires the mind. 

But there is another reason for the present neglect of him. We 
approach liira in the wrong way. We look for the rendering of social 
life tliat we find in Thackeray, Trollope, George Eliot, Henry James, 
and Gissing, to mention his immediate contemporaries, and it is not 
there, even when we suspea that it is precisely what he is intending. 
The fault is not entirely ours. In his famous essay. The Idea of Comedy, 
he restates the classical conception of comedy, and reading it, we 
naturally expect Meredith to show in his fiction the grasp of tlie social 
scene that cliaracterizes Jonson and Congreve. We do not find it at all. 
In the essay he talks much of society, but there is no very convincing 
societ)' in his books, and often, if we arc looking for a representatiou 
of societ)’ and of t)'pical behaviour, there is something that looks like 
wilful freakisluK*ss. 

Take die novel that in some respects is liis least Mcrcdithean, The 
Adt'enliires of Hiirry RkhmonJ (1871). There is an obvious indebted¬ 
ness to Fielding, and since it is supposed to be written in the first 
person by Harry Richmond Iiimself it appears much more naturalisric 
and therefore more convenrional in style than most ofhis work. One- 
tliird of the way through occurs the astonisliing chapter ‘The Statue 
on the Promontor) ’. Harrs* has gone to visit his fitlicr Richmond Roy 
at the court of a tiny German principality and, looking for him, 

I watches the Prince of Eppenss’clzen unveil the statue of 1 ^ ancestor 

Prince Albrcdit Wohlgemutli. 

The statue svas superb - horse and rider in new bronze polished by 
sunlight ... The horse gave us a gleam ofhis neck as he pawed a fore¬ 
foot, just reined in. We knew liim: he was a gallant horse; but it was 
the figure of Prince Albrecht diat was so fine. I had always laughed at 
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sculptured figures on horse-back. This one overawed n\e. The Marshal 

was acknowledging the salute of his army after a famous victory over 

the Turks. He sat upright, almost imperceptibly but effectively bending 

his head in harmony with the curve of his horse’s neck, and his baton 

swept the air in proud submission to the honours cast on him by his 

acclaiming soldiery. His three-cornered lace hat. curled wie, heavy- 

trimmed surcoat, and high boots, reminded me of Prince Eugene. No 

Prince Eugene - nay. nor Marlborough, had such a martial figure, such 

an animated high old warrior’s visage. The bronze features recked of 
battle. 

The ceremony goes on; a poet reads an ode; and tlicn, as Harry g.izes 
at tliis masterpiece, suddenly: 

The head of the statue turned from Temple to me ... The eyes, 
from being an instant ago dull carved balls, were ammated. They were 
fixed on me. I was unable to give out a breath. Its cliest heaved; both 
bronze hands struck against the bosom. 

‘Richmond ! my son! Richie! Harry Richmond! Richmond Roy!* 

That w-as wliat the statue gave forth. 

The statue is none otlicr tlian Richmond Roy made up for die 
occasion, and his son’s presence ruins the carefully planned illusion. 

Literally examined, and seen in the contc.xt of a more or less realistic 
novel, the scene is preposterous. But it would not be preposterous in 
the comedies of Shakespeare or the plays of Shaw; and this is a pointer 
to the nature of Meredith's art. He is, in part, diough only in p.art, a 
fantasbe. The background of lib fiction and the events in it may be 
implausible, dcvbed widi no regard to probability ; but as in Sliakc- 
spcarcan comedy, die figures m die foreground arc real enough. 
Stevenson, an cndiusiastic admirer, called die view of life thus ex¬ 
pressed ‘die rom.iiitically comic’, and die phrase is good enough; and 
in the same letter to W. E. Henley, in wliich lie describes hb own 
view of life at tlic time of writing and quotes Mcrcdidi’s work as an 
exemplar of it, he dashes off a sentence diat sums up much of die best 
in Meredith: ‘To me these diings arc die good; beauty, touched with 
sex and laughter; beauty with God’s earth for die background.’ 

In fact, the scene in which the statue comes to life is not pre¬ 
posterous in Harry Richmond. Rather, it has genuine poetic power, 
for it symbolizes die truth about Richmond Roy as realism could not 
o. Roy b a character who by hb very nature is larger than hfc; 
Mcredidi conveys diis by his poetic device at the same time as he 
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keeps hiin credible. Mcredidi’s fantasy, thougli it distorts the novels 
when seen as a panorama of society, serves his purpose, which is to 
disengage and expose liis characters at highly significant moments in 
tlieir careers. As he wrote himself: ‘My mctliod has been to prepare 
my readers for a crucial exhibition of the personae, and then to give 
the scene in tlic fullest of die blood and brain under stress of a fiery 
situation.’ How he arrives at the situation he seems scarcely to care. 

Mercdidi’s general dicme is die eternal one of comedy, the clash 
between illusion and reality, and the central character’s painful 
progress to knowledge of reality and himself. The characters walk in 
a kind of fairyland, an enchanted land, and in describing Menander’s 
and Moh^rc’s characters in The Idea of Comedy, he defines liis own: 
‘The foundation of their r)'pes is real and in die quick, but diey arc 
. painted widi spiritual strength, wliicli is the solid in Art.’ They are, 
then, always not exacdv larger dian life but of a fineness of perception, 
a potendal greatness of spirit, that lifts diem far above the ordinary. 
In a sense, dicy arc spiritualized; men and women alike have Mere¬ 
dith’s owTi uncommon cleverness and wit; and the men have a lofty 
conception of honour wliile die beauty of the women is matched only 
by their ardour and dicir pride in themselves. And Meredith’s attitude 
towards his characters differs according to their sex: the men, even 
when the objects of liis satire, are transfigured by his wit; die w'omcn, 
by liis poetry. 

Mis first novel. The Ordeal of Richard FevereJ (1859), is purely 
Mcrcdidican in its fund.imentals, even diough diesc arc to some extent 
overlaid by extraneous matter, borrowings from Dickens and an 
arbitrar)’ ending to the book that has pleased no one. Ignore dicse, and 
what remains is quintessential. There b the object oi die sadre. Sir 
Austin Fevcrel, the man with an ideal system of education, who b to 
be chastened into .in awareness of die trudi about life; there b his son, 
Ricliard, the hero, tor whom the action of the novel b essentially a 
discipline through which reality is learned; dicre b die girl he loves, 
Luc\’. Tlie machinery by wiiicli the scone b staged ‘in the fullest of die 
blood and brain under stress of a fiery situation’ b clumsy in the ex¬ 
treme; but Richard Fcverel remains remarkable for the poetry' which 
informs it and, in particular, illuminates Richard and Lucy. It idealizes 
cb.cm an.l univcrsalizc'S them in their moments of intensest cxperiaice, 
•IS in the chapters 'An Attraction’ and ‘Ferdinand and Miranda’, 
w'liich render die birth ot love between them: the tninsfii^uration they 
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share is depicted not directly but in the beauty of the rliythni and 
imagery of die prose that describes die natural background to them. 

The most popular of Meredith’s novels have probably always been 
Evan Harrington and The Adventures of Harry RHlnnond. In both, the 
comedy is less ideal and there is a greater striving after surface realism; 
doubtless because the source of die comedy was an actual situation 
very close to the author. Indeed, in its most vital parts Evan Harrington 
(i86i)is a fictionizing of his own familyhistory. Mercdidi’s was itself 
Meredithean comedy. To liis contemporaries he was a man without a 
background. He suppressed it so effectively as to cause his origins to 
be the subject of speculations that appear to us, who know the facts, 
quite fantastic. He was believed, at any rate by some, to be die illegiti¬ 
mate son variously of George IV, William IV, and Bulwer-Lytton. 
In fact, Meredith had already made public the trudi about his ori'^ins 
in Evan Harrington. He Iiad not bodicred even to change the Christian 
names of some of die characters he had taken from real life. Like 
Evan, Meredith was the son of a tailor of Portsmouth. The ‘Great 
Mel’ who, diougli dead before the action begins, dominates die novel, 
the gentleman-tailor who shook hands widi his customers as an equal 
and never sent out a bill, who rode to hounds, was an officer in the 
Yeomanry, and when visiting Bath was taken for a marquis, was his 
grandfather; and at the time of writing his novel Meredith, like Evan, 
actually numbered among his aunts one who was die wife of an 
officer of Marines later to become a gencr.il and be knighted, and 
another who was married to die Portuguese ambassador to the 
Vatican. 

So much dieii was straight family liistory. In The Adventures of 
Harry Richmond an obviously related situation is explored. There, 
Harry is caught between his allegiance to liis modicr’s family, a family 
of honest country squires, and his loyalty to Ids father, the adventurer 
Richmond Roy, who is die bastard son of a royal duke by .on actress 
and whose aim in life is to see himself legitimized and liis claim to 
rank vindicated. 

The problem of the hero in both novels is one of integrity. Evan 
Harrington is in love widi the aristocratic Rose Jocely n and, being in 
love widi her, has to decide whether to pass hiniselfoff as a gendeman, 
^ his sister the Countess dc Saldar intrigues that he shall, or become 
a tailor to pay off" die ‘Great Mel’s' debts, as Ids modier urges him_ 
Harry Richmond is the better novel. Part of die trouble with Evan 
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Harrington is that the figure dominating the book, the ‘Great Mel’, 
is dead before the action begins; and Evan himself is not much more 
than a chopping block for Meredith’s strokes of v-ic and generaliza¬ 
tions on Ufe and conduct. For the most part the grand people at 
Beckley Court appear as unreal: the girls. Rose Jocelyn and Juliana 
Bonner, arc a different matter, for reasons that will be clear later. 
What saves the novel is the character of Evan’s sister, die countess, a 
great comic figure on whom Meredith, moved to delight by the 
contemplation of her, has lavished liis inventive genius. 

The Ailrenttires of Harry RicImtonJ gains by the presence in it the 
whole time of Richmond Roy. A fabulous figure, he is one of 
the greatest acliicvcmcnts in ninctccnth-ccntury fiction. His success in 
imposing himself on his son, who is his fascinated slave to die last 
tremendous Jenouanent, is the more credible because of his success in 
imposing himself on the reader. A charlatan, lie is a charlatan of 
greamess, almost of nobUiry, and in the final encounter with Squire 
Bcltham, a scene blistering in its effect, his fall is very nearly diat of a 
tragic character. And in Squire Bcltham he has a wordiy adversary; 
for the squire has a Jolin Bull-like strcngdi reminiscent of Fielding: he 
possesses great audiority because he is drawn with great authority. 
In the clash between these two redoubtable cliaractcrs and the loyalty 
each inspires, Harry Richmond’s dilemma is much more pow'erfully 
dramatized than is die similar one in which Evan is caught. 

Meredith’s mind was naturally lofty, and liis work, Beauchamp's 
Career {t 8 y 6 ) and Diana of the Crossirays (i 88 $) especially, is marked 
by a most eng.iging largeness of spirit. His finest work, however, is 
The Egoist (1879). There, his talents for once are in perfect balance; 
and die style, though more ornate and convoluted than in die earlier 
books, is still just this side of the fantastic rococo extravagance of diosc 
that followed. And elaborate though the novel may appear at first 
sight, in it Meredith has at last solved the problem of plot. Indeed, one 
can scarcely speak of plot at all; what vec have instead is design, 
partem; the pattern, as the hero’s name suggests, of the Willow 
Pattern Plate. Sir Willoughby Pattemc, diat adored Admirable 
Crichton, the hero of self-regard, hav'ing been jilted by Constanda 
Durham, jilts Lactitia Dale in order to marry Clara Middleton, is 
jilted by her and in the end, stripped of liis pretentions, cast into abject 
nakedness, is compelled to mairv’ Laetitia on her ovvm terms. It is as 
simple as th.it. 
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In essence, mdeed, the novel is even more simple; tiicrc is a sense 
in which it might be said to be all contained in Mr Collins’s proposal 
to Elizabeth Bennet in Pride and Prejudice-, and Sir Willoughbv, 
though on tltc grand scale, is hardly more subtle a character dian Mr 
Collins. He is almost completely static; yet die illusion of life he 
presents is extraordinarily vivid. It is so from the tlioroughncss of 
Meredith’s examination and dissection of him. Here he was certainly 
helped by the simplicity, symmetry, and tautness ofthe novel’s design, 
which brought all his powers into die sharpest focus. So intensely is 
Sir Willoughby felt and seen by his creator, so strongly realized in 
his singleness of mind and habitualncss of stance, that, for all he is a 
monster, he does become something of a universal figure. The con¬ 
centration brought to bear on diis single aspea of humanity, for such 
Sir Willoughby is, makes liim the complete representation of quint¬ 
essential self-approval. And here one difference between Mcredidi’s 
way of characterization and George Eliot’s is plain. George Eliot 
creates her characters dirough her analysis of them, but it is of a 
cliaracter caught in a liighly individualized situation, implicated in 
one particular moral problem. Meredith’s analysis of Sir Willoughby 
applies to all egoists by virtue of dicir being egoists. Analysis does not 
create him; in a sense indeed, it is as it were detachable from him, 
almost as diough it were an cssajnst’s running commentary on tlie 
inimitably dramatized action. But it docs illuminate liim as the repre¬ 
sentative of a type. 

Sir Willoughby, then, is an intellectual creation. With young 
wornen Meredith’s creative method is different. Clara Middleton is 
real in a way Sir Willoughby is not. The difference is evident in the 
effects die two characters have on us. By Sir Willoughby we arc 
amused and scarified; or rather, we arc amused and scarified not so 
much by liim as by Meredith’s cxliibition of liim. But by Clara 
Middleton we arc moved, moved by the sense of a hum.m destiny in 
ic balance; and this is somcdiing quite different. There are scvcr.il 
reasons for tliis. One is diat, caught between Sir Willoughby and licr 
egregious but most entertaining father, an egoist wlio somehow 
weapes all die pcnaldcs of egoism, Clara is in an intolcrahle position. 
*cn, and more important since it causes her fate profoundly to 
Meredith’s attitude to young women is always poetic, 
c poetic individualizes, concretizes. Meredith’s analysis of Clara 
ere ore is specific, not general, the .analysis of an individual young 
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woman in a particular situation. It serves, in other words, to intensify 
hjs arrow-like perception into her character. From beginning to end 
of die novel, Clara is growing, her mind is in a crisis of constant 
discover)' about herself and die world around her. And from her ver)' 
nature, she is pledged to self-discovery and to acdon in accordance 
with wliat she discovers. Seen from this point, it is she, not Sir 
Willoughby, who is at die novel’s centre; Sir Willoughby falls into 
position as one of die jailors who, like her father, bar die way to right 
action. 

But Clara is not created through analysis alone. There arc rimes 
when Meredith is not content with analysis; and then her perceptions 
arc dramatized in such a way diat we are taken right inside her mind. 
Wiicn this happens Meredith soars into poetr}’, for poetry is die 
medium by which the dramatization is made to occur. The obvious 
example is tiic singularly beautiful passage in wliicli Clara surprises 
Vernon V'hiiford asleep bcncadi die wild-cherrv tree. 


She asked the boy where Mr Whitford was. Crossjay pointed very 
secredy in the direction of die double-blossom wild cherry. Coming 
within g.izc of the stem she beheld Venion stretched at length, reading, 
slie supposed; asleep, she discovered: his finger in the leaves of a book; 
and what book? She h.id a curiosity to know the title of the book he 
would read benc.uh these boughs, and grasping Crossjay’s hand fast 
she craned her neck, as one timorous of a fill in peeping over chasms, 
for a glimpse of the page; but immediately, and still with a bent head, 
she turned her face to where the load of virginal blossom, whiter than 
summer cloud on the sky, showered and drooped and clustered so 
thick as to cl.iim colour and seem, like liighcr Alpine snows in noon- 
sunliglit, a Hush of wlnte. From deep to deeper heavens of white, her 
eyes perched .iiid soared. V'onder bved in her. Happiness in the beauty 
ot the tree pressed to supplant it, and was more mortal and narrower. 
Ucflection c.ime, contracting her vision and wcigiiing her to earth. Her 
rellection was: ‘He must be goisj who loves to lie and sleep beneath the 
brandies of this tree! Slie would rather have clung to her first impres¬ 
sion; wonder so divine, so unbounded, was like soaring into homes 
ot angcl-4-ro\vileJ space, sweeping througli folded and on to folded 
w lute fountam-bow of wings, in innumerable columns; but the thouglit 
ot' it w as no recovery of it; she might as well have striven to be a diild. 


I lie sensation of luippincss promised to be less short-lived in memory, 
and would have been, had not her present disease of the longing for 
li.ippnu NS r.n .iged every comer of it for the secret of its existence. The 


rcrieccicn took ‘He must be good ... 1 “ That rctlecrion vowed to 
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endure. Poor by comparison with what it displaced, it presented itself 
to her as conferring something on him, and she would not have lud it 
absent though it robbed her. 

Passages comparable may be found in Meredith’s otJicr novels, in 
Beauchamp's Career especially. Unless we may call them poetr)- we 
have no word adequately to describe them. The passage is complex, 
but the complexity is tliat of poetr)’. A perception, ‘He must be 
good ..with all its implications, has crystallized. Wc have, in fact, 
something like a lyric poem in reverse. Such perceptions, so embodied, 
Mercditli reserved mainly for his young women, which is why diey 
arc unique in our fiction in their blending of seriousness, ardour, 
passion, and dedication; and Clara Middleton may stand for them all 
since she is queen of them all. It is her presence, side by side with the 
brilliantly exposed Sir Willoughby and his entourage of witty ladies 
who function as a kind of corps Je ballet to the action, tliat gives The 
Egoist its permanently fasCTiating subtlety. 

Wit and poetry exist side by side, and each irradiates the otlicr. It 
is this combination diat gives Mcredidi his special place in the novel. 
In the history of the novel, however, it is the poetry tliat is important. 
A mind come suddenly to obscure consciousness of itself, trembling 
on the verge of half-apprehended sclf-discovcry, can be shown 
directly only through poetry. Meredith is the first master of diis kind 
of poetry in the English novel, and in this respect he stands behind 
Henry James, with what Stephen Spender h.is called his ‘described 
poetry’, D. H. Lawrence, Virginia Woolf, and later novelists like 
Elizabeth Bowen. 


3 

Thomas Hardy’s first novel. Desperate Rcmeflies, was published in 
1871. He was then thirty-one. His career as a novelist ended twenty- 
five years later, with Jude the Obsatre. Thereafter his life, right up to 
his dcadi in 1928, was devoted to poetry, whicli h.ad been his first 
love. He turned to the novel primarily because it was the dominant 
literary form of the time; writing novels was a way of c.miing a living. 
It is often said that he liad little interest in the novel as an .art-form, 
but the statement needs constant qualification. His outspokenness 
where sex was concerned, in Tess and Jude, made him, in tlic eyes of 
hu contemporaries, the English counterp.irt of the grc.at European 
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novelists, Flaubert, Tolstoy, Zola. But his was an older art of story¬ 
telling than theirs, and perhaps it is on the word story-telling that the 
emphasis should fall. Of current theories of realism he was highly 
critical. He turned naturally for his standard of reference to the primi¬ 
tive oral talc; ‘We story-tellers’, he said, ‘are all Ancient Mariners,’ 
and just as so much of his Kxic poetr)' is based on the rhythms of 
country dances, country airs, and folk songs, is a new expression of an 
ancient music, so behind Iiis novels we feel the shaping presence of the 
ballads of love, passion, and betrayal he knew as a boy when he was a 
notable fiddler at dances. 

Hardy was a provincial, a countrj'man; indeed, despite his training 
as an arcliiccct ai^d Iris wide knowledge of literature and of tlic science 
and pliilosopliy of his age, almost a nai't, a primitive. This differentiates 
him from contemporaries like George Eliot and Henr)'James. Their 
work represents ‘the tone of die centre’, to use Arnold’s phrase. 
Hardy is strictly an eccentric. It is in his provincialism and naivety, 
one could almost say his uncoudmess, drat Ids strength lies. When 
he leaves die intensely local world he knew to ape the tone of the 
centre and try to render fashionable life, as in The Hand of Ethcll>erfa 
(1876), he fails as badly as any novelist. But on his ovsm ground he is 
practically unassailable. 

In some respects he is like Scott. When he revived die word Wessex 
to denote a region of England he did so in full consciousness of the 
lustorical weight of die name. Apart from The Tninipcl-Alajor (1880), 
he wrote nothing diat can be called an historical novel, yet his Varac¬ 
tors, like Scott s, live in die addidonal dimension of history: peasants 
for the most part, they arc close to .in c.artli diat has changed little over 
centuries. Most of them as diey live in our memory', the principal 
characters in Jude being the great excepdon, seem to live in a timeless 
era in which actual historical events and persons have assumed the 
vagueness and largeness of myth. Like Scott, Hardy was fortunate 
for his art in being bom just as an age was ending. Acutely, painfully 
conscious of the modem world as he was, he looked back to the past 
and summed up in lus hedon a life diat was djing when he was a 
cliild, a lite cut off trom die m.'iin stream of nadonaJ life, more primi¬ 
tive, more pagan. Set George Eliot’s renderings of rural life beside 
Hardys: hers arc generally sligluly earlier in drac, yet however 
sec|ucstcrcd die scenes described may be, diev strike one as much more 
modem. The industrial revoludon is not far away; nor is the religion 
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out of it; nor is eightccnth-ccntury rationalism. The scenes 
ot wtchcraft m The Return of the Native would be incredible in anv 
Midlarid vUlage, however remote, in wluch a Dolly Winchrop hved 
Hardy was attempting something ver>' dilferent from the aims of 
most novelists. The art of die novelist who sets out to display human 
beings m context of social life must be one of constant differentia¬ 
tion and duenmination bem-een charaaers. But social life as we find 
It depicted variously in Jane Austen. Thackeray. TroUope. George 
Ehot. and James, scarcely exists in Hardy. H.s characters stand m 
^laaon to other things, the weather, die seasons, a traditional craft. 
He sees lus characters much as Scott doc-s lus. first in their generic 
aspects: thus, before he is anything else, Giles Winterbourne is the 
peasant good with trees. Gabriel Oak the good shepherd. Tess the 
dairymaid. Individually-, as such, is not at all what he is after; what 
conce^ him most in human beings is dieir response to the deep- 
rooted passions, above all sexual love. ^ 


Intellectually, Hardy was very much an advanced man of liis time. 

That he was a pessimist seems to me to need no proof. But readin'r 

Im work one can scarcely fail to see Jiim as a soul naturally Christian"’ 

Tlus mvolvcs no contradiction: as David Cecil has written in Hardy 

the Novelist-. ‘Chrisuan teachers have always said that there was no 

altemaave to Christianity but pessimism, tliat if Cliristian doctrine 

was not true, life was a tragedy. Hardy agreed w-idi them.’ 

He did so because he lived at a time when the intcllcctu.-il assent to 

Christianity was probably more difficult tJian it has ever been and 

however much he hoped, in the words of his famous poem, that ‘it 

nught be so , he could never give Christianity Ins intcUectual assent. 

Yet while intcUcauaUy he was ‘advanced’, cmotion.iJly lie was a 

tradiDon^t. He wrote in a letter in 1915: ‘You must not think me a 

hard-headed rationalist for all this. Half my time - particularly when 

writing verse - I “believe” (in the modem sense of the word) ... in 

spearcs, mysterious voices, intuitions, omens, dreams, liaunted 

j ^ believe in tliem in the old sense any more for 

th^m^ 1 5 -iys in Last Essays. 

the total effect of Darwin. Mill, Huxley, and Herbert Spencer on their 

g was to make it ‘almost impossible for their > ounger contem- 

p ar^ to r<^in the notion ofa transcendent, governing Providence', 

quintLl^- 1 younger, as George EUot had been the 

S cntial strict, contemporary of these scientists and pliilosopliers 
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and therein lies a considerable part of the difference in their attitude* 
to life and to their hctional characters. Loss of faith compelled George 
Eliot to stress, far beyond orthodox Christianity, the individual’s 
responsibility for his actions. For her, the choice between right and 
wrong was open for every human being to make; the basis of her 
ethics is the belief in the freedom of the will. But Hardy was scarcely 
a moralist at all, because in liis universe morals were beside the point: 
between tlie forces of nature, including therein the forces of his own 
nature, and man s aspirations there could be no reconciliation; they 
were eternally opposed, and from the human view the workings of 
nature must appear hostile and mahgn. 

What Hardy found in die science and pliilosophy of his day re¬ 
inforced the findings of liis temperament and of Jiis observations of a 
largely traditional way ofhfc; and his greatness is due to this marriage 
between Ids pliilosopliic pessimism and Iiis habit of seeing human 
behaviour in its more abiding aspects. It was not an easy or harmonious 
marriage, but its tensions were part of its strength. Without the 
pliilosopliical interpretation of what he saw and felt his work might 
liavc approximated in scope to the traditional ballad; but if he had 
not seen human beings in dcpdi, in dieir relation to traditional 
die work and rhydim of the seasons and the force of the great non- 
rational, instinctual urgencies, he would probably not have been die 
superior ofodicr novelists ofmucli the same time, Gissing in England 
and Dreiser in America, who interpreted man according to the 
deterministic piiilosophy of the day. They, for all their pity for man¬ 
kind, do not acliicvc more tlian the pathetic: Hardy rises to tragedy, 
and his tragedy is an arraignment of die nature of the universe as he 
saw it. 

Bclic\dng that where m;ui was concerned the very nature of things 
was malign, he believed also diat it was the more malicn the more 
sensitive, the more intelligent, die more finely organized the human 
being. The only charaaers in Hardy who need fear no fall are those 
already down: diosc who li%’c close to eardi without aspiradons to 
rise, the wonderful gallery of peasants whose attitude to existence is 
unillusioncd, accepting, and humorous. Tlicsc Hardy portrays and 
records through their speech widi a warmdi and svmpadiy equivalent 
to love. His second novel, the delightful pastoral Under the Greenwood 

Tree (187a), lie (.Icvoted to dictn entirely; elsewhere, dicy act as the 
chorus to the trauedv. 
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If any single novel may be taken as die key to Hardy's mind and 
art it is probably The Return of the Native, liis sixth book, published 
in 1878. A tragic love stoiy', Ukc almost all his fiction, it is cxtremclv 
simple in plot. Clym Ycobright, who has been a diamond merchant 
in Paris , comes home to serve his fellow men as teacher and preacher. 
He falls in love with and marries Eustacia Vye, \s ho has had a secret 
love-affair with Damon Wildcvc, the husband of CK *m’s cousin, 
Thomasin. Eustacia and Wildcvc resume their affair and, after their 
death by drowning, Thomasin marries Diggor\' Venn, die travelling 
reddlc-man, who has diroughout brooded over the action of die novel 
like a guardian but not always effectual angel. The significant charac¬ 
ters arc Clym and Eustacia. Clym is the first of Hardy’s idc.ilists, the 
first of what have been called his ‘prig heroes’, a man conscious all the 
time of what Hardy liimsclf called ‘die ache of modernism’. In a sense, 
he represents Hardy’s own values: 

In Clym Yeobright’s face could be dimly seen the typical coun¬ 
tenance of the future. Should there be a classic period to art hereafter, 
its Pheidias may produce such faces. The view of life as a thing to be 
put up with, replacing that zest for existence wliich was so intense in 
early civilizations, must enter so thoroughly into the constitution of 
the advanced races that its facul expression will become accepted as a 
new artistic departure. People already feel that a man who lives without 
disturbing a curve of feature, or setting a mark of mental concern 
anywhere upon himself, is too far removed from modem perceptive- 
ncss to be a modern type. Pliysically beautiful men - the glory of the 
race when it was young - are almost an anachronism now; and we may 
wonder whether, at some time or other, physically beautiful women 
may not be an anaclironism likewise. 

Clym, dicn, is Hardy’s modem man; Eustacia, however, is not his 
modem woman: she is wom.in as he most characteristically secs her. 
She has her affinities with Flaubert’s Emma Bovary. She is a bom 
romandc, at odds with her environment: 

To be loved to madness - such was her great desire. Love was to her 
the one cordial whicli could drive away the eating loneliness of her 
days. And she seemed to long for the abstraction called passionate love 
more tlian for any particular lover. 

But Hardy’s depiction of her is very different from Flaubert’s of 
Emma. Emma is revealed with cruel c.xactitude, exposed with tlie 
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clinical remorselessness of a casc-histor)'. Eustada is magnified into a 
splendid romandc figure. E. M. Forster says in Aspects of the Novel that 
Hardy ‘conceives his novels from an enormous height’. He conceives 
liis great charaaers from the same height; in the 'case of Clym by 
making him a representative of what he considered modem man - 
and the man of the future - in his most essential quaUdes; in the case 
of Eustacia by a richly romandc view of her. There is no impUed 
criddsm of her attitudes, such as is felt throughout in Flaubert’s 
rendering of Emma. She is too big for that, and all Hardy’s powers of 
evocation are showered upon her: 

Eustace Vye was the raw material of a divinity. On Olympus she 
would have done well wnth a little preparation. She had the passions 
and instincts w’hich make a model goddess, that is, those which make 
not quite a model woman. Had it been possible for the earth and man¬ 
kind to be entirely in her grasp for a while, had she handled the distaff, 
the spindle, and the shears at her own free will, few in the world would 
have noticed the change of government. There would have been the 
same inequality of lot, the same heaping up of favours here, of con¬ 
tumely, there, the same generosity before justice, the same perpetual 
dilenunas, the same captious alternation of caresses and blows that we 
endure now. ... 

She had Pagan eyes, full of nocturnal mysteries, and their light, as it 
came and went, and came again, was partially hampered by their 
oppressive lids and lashes; and of these the under lid was much fuller 
than it usually is with English women. This enabled her to uidulge in 
reverie without seeming to do so: she might have been believed 
capable of sleeping without closing them up. Assuming that the souls 
of men and women were visible essences, you could fancy the colour 
of Eustacia’s soul to be flamc-likc. The sparks from it that rose into her 
dark pupils gave the same impression. ... 

Her presence brought memories of sucli things as Bourbon roses, 
rubies, and tropical midnights; her moods recalled lotus-eaters and the 
march in Aihalk; her motions, the ebb and flow of the sea; her voice, 
the viola ... 

The passage reminds us that Pater had published The Renaissattce 
five years before. The wonder is that so highly romantic and man¬ 
nered a piece of writing could have been successfully woven into the 
te.vturc of the novel. Yet it is, and one can think of no other English 
novelist w’ho could have got away witlj it. One thing, however, is 
cic.ir: tlic woman so described could not possibly be a lit wife for th e 
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single-minded idealist who ‘had a conviction that the want of most 
men was knowledge of a sort which brings wisdom ratlicr than 
affluence’, and who, wishing ‘to raise the class at the expense of the 
individuals rather than the individuals at tlic expense of the class’, ‘was 
ready at once to be the first unit sacrificed'. And indeed Eustacia 
marries Clym because she cannot not believe that he will return to 
Paris, taking her with him; when his eyesight fails as a result of his 
studies and he takes up furze-cutting radier than endure idleness, she 
again becomes Wildevc’s mistress, as she was before her marriage. 

But, as The Return of the Natiue further sliows, tlierc is anotlicr wav 
in wliich Hardy conceives his novels and their tragic characters from 
an enormous height. The antliologists of Englisli prose have done 
him no service by snipping off from the book die description of 
Egdon Heath with which it opens and isolating it as a purple passage. 
The heath is not just so much scenic backcloth to the action, it is all- 
pervasive; without it, the novel would be unimaginable, for the heath 
provides it widi die especial dimension in wliich it has its being. The 
heath holds die action of the novel and its characters as thougli in the 
hollow of the hand. It does not matter in die least diat, living on 
Egdon, Eustacia dreams of Paris: lliat is part of her tragic destiny. 
The function of the heath in the novel is to describe, as carefully and 
tliorouglily as Hardy can, the real circumstances in wliicli man lives. 
What the individual man may feel about diosc circumstances is 
irrelevant, for he docs not thereby escape diem. The heath, one micht 
say, is an extended image of die nature of wliich man is part, in which 
he is caught, which conditioiu his very being, and which cares 
nothing for liim. His life in relation to it is as ephemeral as the bon¬ 
fires the peasants make of the heath furze. 

Tliis cphcmerality of man, the insignificance ofliis being, is brought 
out time and again in The Return of (he Native, generally by reference 
to the brooding permanence of the vast heath. ‘This obscure, obsolete, 
superseded country’ is the world of nature under the aspect of time, 
time geological and historical alike. M.an has sc-arcely scratched its 
surface. It has its own life, which is man’s only when he is content to 
c lowly and unassuming like die furzc-cuttcrs wlio live off it. Hardy 
s lows us the heath dirough all the seasons of tlic year and over 
iinmeasurably greater stretches of time. At times it 'seemed to belong 
to die ancient world of die carboiiifcrcms period, when the forms of 
P ts were few, and of the fem kind: when tliere was neither bud nor 
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blossom, nothing but a monotonous extent of leafage, amid which no 
bird sang.’ 

Such is tlie heath in what may be called its geological aspect. 
But it lias another: 

The month of March arrived, and the heath showed its first laint 
signs of awakening from winter trance. The awakening was almost 
feline in its stealthiness. The pool outside tlie bank by Eusucia’s dwell¬ 
ing, wliich seemed as dead and desolate as ever to an observer who 
moved and made noises in his observation, would gradually disclose a 
state of groat animation when silently watched awhile. A timid animal 
world had come to life for the season. Little tadpoles and efts began to 
bubble up through the water, and to race along beneath it; toads made 
noises like very young ducks, and advanced to the margin in twos and 
threes; overhead, bumble-bees flew hither and thither in the thickening 
light, their drone coining and going like tlie sound of a gong. 

Tliis secret life of tlie heath Hardy describes again and again, with all 
the powers of eye and ear for nature in which he is unrivalled among 
our novelists. The human inhabitants of the heath he sees almost 
from an anthropologist’s point of view, or the specialist’s in com- 
p.arative religion. When the peasants dance in August, time, as it were, 
is telescoped; the centuries slip by; they behave as their ancient 
ancestors did. ‘For tlie time Paganism was revived in tlieir hearts, the 
pride of life was all in all, and they adored none other tlian them¬ 
selves.’ Christi.m Caiitle, Granfer Caiitlc, Timothy Fairway, Sam tlie 
turf-cutter, and the rest arc as much a part ol nature, of the life of the 
heath, as the toads in March tliat m.ikc nobes like very young ducks. 
Not so Clym, Eustacia, Thoniasin, and Wildcvc: these are cut off 
from nature, and that they arc cut off means that they arc undone, 
though in the ease of Thoniasin. Hardy altered liis origin.'d conclusion 
of the novel to provide her witli a liappy ending, 

H.irdy’s view of life, tlicn, was cosmic. This means that his tragic 
novels exist always on two planes, die plane of design and the plane 
of plot. As a plotter lie was often defective. Sometimes - and then it 
seems the result of mcompctcncc — he stumbles because die course of 
the action suddenly becomes implausible, as when Tess kilb Alec 
d’Urbervillc with die bre.id-knifc, an implausibilin' underlined by the 
l.iilurc in tact whicli allows him to describe the blood seeping dirough 
the floor to the ceiling below in the likeness of 'a gigantic ace of 
licarts’. I fis incursions into melodrama arc similar signs of a failure in 
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tact; the 6nal arrest of Tcss at Stonehenge is an instance. It just fails to 
come off; the grandiose conception is somehow blurred. 

But Hardy’s chief weakness in plot arises from his view of causality. 
He is intent to show that the stars m their courses fight against tlic 
aspiring, the man or woman wliv- ' ould rise above ibc romm n lot 
through greatness of spirit, of ambition, or p.-ission. Here his piobiem 
was difficult indeed, and it is not surprising he never solved it. For 
the universe itself to become suddenly hostile to man could only be 
shovm tlirough the working of what may be called tlic freak coinci¬ 
dence. It is silly to blame Hardy for the emphasis he places on coin¬ 
cidence; simply, he believed in coincidence. To take an c.xainple from 
The Return of the Native: it is part of die conspiracy of dungs against 
the exceptional man that Clym’s modicr should visit Eustaci.a, in order 
to make the peace between them, at die very time that Eustacia is 
entertaining Wilde vc; it is part of nature’s enmity that she should be 
bitten by the snake on her way home. But Hardy, as though not 
wholly convinced himself, docs not know where to stop. He spoils 
his case by overstatement: W'hen wc Icam later that Eustacia’s letter 
to Clym has not been delivered because the messenger forgot to post 
it, we begin to protest. Wc begin to feel tliat die audior has aligned 
himself with the nature of diings against liis cliaractcrs, that lie is 
manipulating fate against them. 

Hardy’s worst failure here is certainly ‘Fadicr Time’s’ killing of 
Sue’s cliildrcn in Jude, and his suicide: ‘Done because wc arc too 
menny. Wlicn wc first meet ‘Father Time’ in the train he is a memor¬ 
able and poetic concepdon, but increasingly he becomes the author's 
mouthpiece; and dicn we realize he is the good little child of senti¬ 
mental Victorian fiction, who speaks wisdom in his innocence, turned 
upside-down. He too is a sentimental creation, and made the less 
convincing because, according to the doaor, he is a boy ‘of a sort 
unknown in the last generation .., the beginning of die coming 
umversal wish not to live’. The philosophical explanation liigli-lights 
sentimentality; and when four pages on Jude quotes Aeschylus: 
Thmgs arc as they are and will be brought to their destined issue’, 
wc feel that, in this instance, the issue is being brought about not 
ccau^ it is in die nature of things but because Hardy wishes it to be 
so. It is the one turn of die screw too many. 

failures in the management of his plots matter less in 
y than they would in any other novelist; dicy are botches. 
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but they do not ruin the work, because though large enough when 
measured in terms of plot they are small when seen against the vast¬ 
ness and the strength of the design behind the plot. Plot in Hardy is 
his attempt to express tlic significance of the great design in purely 
human terms. Failure was almost inescapable, for Hardy, as a man of 
his time and place, had no completely adequate myth through which 
his view of the nature of tilings could be bodied forth. 

But the greamess of conception, the sense of cosmic scope behind 
the action, put Hardy’s novels apart from any other fiction written 
in England in the nineteenth century and send us naturally for our 
comparisons to work of great poetry. The Return of the Native was 
the first novel in which he acliicved the tragic level, and it could be 
argued that it is his finest. In no other does the setting of die natural 
world so dominate the characters. Perhaps the dichotomy berween 
the human being and the nature in wliich he hves is too acute in this 
novel; in die tragic works that follow. The Mayor of Castabridge 
(i 886 ), 7 Vss of the d' UrberviUcs {1891),and Jude the Obsmre (1895), one 
has the Iceling that the tragic heroes and heroines more and more take 
nature into dicmsclves, and to diis extent the importance of the 
natural setting as somediing apart from man diminishes. 

As a creator of character Mardy worked in a way diametrically 
opposite to George Eliot’s. If she is a psychological novelist then 
Hardy is the reverse. When he attempts analysis he generally succeeds 
only in diminishing the stature of his tragic figures, as widi Clym and 
‘Father Time’; for as a rule his analysis is inadequate. Sometimes, as 
with Sue in JuJe the Obscure, he cannot himself adequately ‘explain 
his character’s motives. In other words, subtle and complex though 
she is, she has been instantly apprehended; she has, like all Hardys 
great tragic characters, the authority, only dimly and hall apprehended, 
ot a force of nature. 

Hard) ’s characters, then, tend to be difiercjitiatcd only in die great 
emotional situation, and dicn dieir triumphant life comes from the 
poetry’ tliat invests them. Tiic most obvious instance of diis is Dadi- 
sheba Everdenc’s rcaltiation in the fir plantation at night of the 
presence ot Sergeant Troy, in For from the Madditig Crowd {1874), 
and die miraculous description of Troy’s sword-play wliich follows 
a little later: 

He flourished die sword by way of introduction number two, and 
the next tiling of ^\•luch she was conscious was that the point and 
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blade of the sword were darting with a gleam towards her left side, 
just above her hip; then of their reappearance on her right side, emerg¬ 
ing as it were from between her ribs, having apparently passed through 
her body. The third item of consciousness was that of seeing the same 
sword, perfectly clean and free from blood held vertically in Troy's 
hand (in the position technically called ‘recover swords’). All was as 
quick as electricity ... 

In an instant the atmosphere was transformed to Bathsheba’s eyes. 
Beams of light caught from the low sun’s rays, above, around, in front 
of her, well-nigh shut out earth and heaven - all emitted in the marvel¬ 
lous evolutions of Troy’s reflecting blade, which seemed everywhere 
at once, and yet nowhere specially. These circling gleams were accom¬ 
panied by a keen rush that was almost a whistling - also springing from 
all sides of her at once. In short, she was enclosed in a firmament of 
light, and of sharp hisses, resembling a sky-full of meteors close at hand. 

Never since the broadsword became the national weapon liad there 
been more dexterity shown in its management than by the hands of 
Sergeant Troy, and never had he been in such splendid temper for the 
performance as now in the evening sunshine among the ferns with 
Bathsheba. It may safely be asserted with regard to the closeness of his 
cuts, that had it been possible for the edge of the sword to leave in the 
air a permanent substance wherever it flew past, the space left un¬ 
touched would have been almost a mould of Bachsheba’s figure. 

After that, there is no necessity for analysis: Hathsheba’s sudden 
subjugation to Troy, her complete possession, by lum, is shown in the 
most striking way possible: she is as much his victim, as helpless 
before liim, as if she had really met liim in the field of battle. 

Poetry is the constant attendant of Har<ly’s tragic characters. 
It is not an intellectual poetry, like Meredith’s; it is much more 
primitive and magical, and always it heightens the significance of the 
characters and tlic reader’s consciousness of their tragic stature. And, 
as Hardy moves away, as it were, from the norm of prose intention as 
traditionally conceived, so he moves his novels more and more out of 
the realm in which they may be criticized from the prose point of 
view. In some respects, his simplest and most successful tragic novel 
IS The Mayor of CasterbriJ^c. Hcnchard is his grandest hero as Tess 
is his most moving heroine, and much of Menchard’s tragic greatness 
comes from his impcrcipiencc. He contauis all nature withm himself, 
as a truly great bull might be described as doing. This almost animal 
\ hnpercipicncc removes him far away from the tragic heroes of Shake- 
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spcare; and yet, in one respect at any rate, it is Macbeth with whom 
we have to compare liini. External nature fights against Hcnchard, 
but it is nature interpreted by superstidon; and it is die poetic quality 
of the whole that makes the supersdrion credible. The poetry 
heightens and deepens our sense of Hcnchard s tragic fate. Two inst¬ 
ances of this poetry may be quoted: the moment when his wedding 
present to Elizabeth Jane is di^overed: ‘a new bird-cage, shrouded in 
newspaper, and at die bottom of the cage a htde ball of feathers - the 
dead body of a goldfinch’; and the scene in wliich Hcnchard secs the 
dead body, ‘lying stiff and stark upon the surface of the stream’: 

In the circular current iniparted by the central flow the form was 
brought forward, till it passed under his eyes; and then he perceived 
with a sense of horror that it was hiinstlf. Not a man somewhat 
resembling him, but one in all respects his counterpart, his actual 
double, was floating as if dead in Ten Hatches Hole. 

To match the first for pathos and the second for the twitch of horror 
felt along die nerve one has to go back to Webster. 

Sometimes die poetry' is die poetry of attendant and pervasive 
circumstances. An example of this is the description — but it is more 
th.ui description, it is setting - of the Valley of the Great Dairies in 
Tfss of (he J'Urbervillcs, die setting to Tess’s meeting and falling in 
love with Angel Clare. Yet whatever the kind may be, the poctiy' and 
the imagery dirough which it is rendered arc always precise, not 
merely witii the scrupulous acciuacy’ of a poet like Clare but with the 
insight, die regard for minute particulars and for die pattern which 
contains them, of Gerard Manley Hopkins. So, reading Hardy, one is 
often struck with die strangeness diat cliaractcrizes somediing seen 
and rendered as it were for the first time, with the innocent eye; a 
small inst.mcc is die road that is seen as bisecting Egdon Hcadi like 
the parung-line on a head of black hair’. But the accuracy is no less 
when the object rendered is of much greater moment. Thus Hardy 
describes Tess as having been ‘caught during her days of immaturity 
like a bird in a springe’. In another novelist this could be a sentimental 
cliche. It is not in Hardy. As John Holloway says in his book The 
1 'i. tcn'.m 5 <Jv;c% it is ‘an exact and insistent image to remind us diat 
when Tess was seduced at night in die wood, her experience really 
\\ as like that of an animal caught in a trap - as miglit have happened 
in the very same place’. The image goes to the heart of Tess’s situa- 
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don. She is caught in tragedy because she is animal; but if she had 
been merely animal, or if she had been Retry Priddlc or Izz Huett, 
there would have been no tragedy. 

Jude the Ohsaire stands somewhat apart from the rest of Hardv’s 
fiction. It is liis one attempt to write a novel strictly of liis own time; 
we remember, reading it, tliat he was twelve years vounger than 
Ibsen and nine years older tlian Strindberg. Jude, we arc to under¬ 
stand, is a sensualist and a mair who, at crucial times in his life, seeks 
escape in drink. But as we see him under these aspects ut the novel 
he is certainly not more diaii I’homme moycn sensiich, neither his 
sexual nor his drinking exploits are anydiing out of the ordinary, 
and they could have had little effect on die course of his life if he had 
been in fact Vhomme moyen scusiicl. His tragedy lies in that he is not. 
What brings him dowm arc the intellectual atnbitions beyond liis 
station, his dream of the student’s life at Christmuistcr. The con\mon- 
sense advice to a man in his station, with liis aspirations, is the Master 
ofBiblioU’s: *... judging troni your description of yourself as a work¬ 
ing man, I venture to tltijik that you wdl have a much better chance of 
success in life by remaining in your own sphere and sticking to your 
trade than by adopting any otlicr course.’ Had he taken the Master’s 
advice, lie might have indulged in drink and fomicarion fir beyotul 
anything suggested in the novel with relative impunity. The central 
tragedy of Jude is one of luifulfillcd aims, aims, moreover, almost 
impossible of fulfilment at the time in which he lived, even diough he 
had had the purity and self-control of a saint. His tragedy may be 
paralleled by th.it of the cockney workin.in Gilbert Grail in Gissing’s 
Thyrsa, wliich had appe.ired eight years before. Indeed, yiidc sliould 
probably be considered in relation to Gissing’s novels; as in them, we 
arc conscious - admittedly for the first time in Hardy - of a strong 
undcrairrcnt of what can only be called class-consciousness. 

It docs not appear in the earlier novels because there, there was no 
need for it: Hardy was describing events in a work! still traditional. 
Butin Jude, by making his tragic hero a working-class intellcctu.il, lie 
removed his action out of the values of Wessex altogether. I le could 
do no other, for he had taken his theme and his hero from a strictly 
contemporary' world, and Jude is a m.m who must be defeated by 
the contemporary world: his morbid sensibility is ’planted’ for us in 
the second chapter of the novel. Everyone lias noticed the way in 
which the rich rustic chorus has disappeared in Jude (with the ex- 
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cepdons of Jude’s aunt and the widow Edlin) and how thin, by 
comparison with T 7 »e Retuni of the Nalii^c and Tess, the whole 
texture of die writing, of the world described, and the links that bind 
men to nature and die nature of things, has become. There is no place 
in Jude for the great heroic or poetic scenes such as Troy’s sw’ord- 
play and Gabriel Oak’s fight to cover the ricks during the great 
storm, in Far from the Aladdin^ Crowd, the remarkable episode of 
Wildcve and die reddle-man gambling on die heath at night by the 
light of glow-worms, in The Reiurn of the Xatioe, or the wonderful 
opening of The Mayor of Casterhrid^e. All this represents an enormous 
loss, precisely where Hardy was strongest; but they had to go, for 
die)' stand for that way ofhfe from which Jude and Sue Bridchcad, 
by virtue of being W'orking-class intellectuals, arc total!)' uprooted. 

These great poetic and heroic scenes arc exactly what compose die 
design that lies behind Hardy’s other novels .and gives them their 
sense of timclessness. One can’t sav that design, as opposed to plot, is 
absent troni Jude, but it is much shrunken; it has become .in ironical 
s\mbolisni: Arabella captures Jude first by throwing the boar’s 
pizzle at him; when she marries him a second time, at the end of the 
novel, they arc living above her fadicr’s pork shop. Again, as Jude 
passes from beliet to unbelief. Sue progresses in die opposite direction. 
The effect of this shrinkage in desian is to throw die emphasis pre¬ 
cisely where Hardy is always weakest, his manipulation of die plot. 
Simply because Hardy is working much more nearly at the level of 
realism in Jude, one might say at Gissing’s level, improbabilities be¬ 
come incre.isingly serious. The most explicit statement of Hardy’s 
view of the tragic situation of m.in, Jude suffers artistically from its 
explicitness. 

Ncvcrdieless, Jude is a most powerful and impressive novel, and 
part of its power and impressiveness certainly derives from Hardy’s 
ver)' refusal to employ his groat poetic qualities in it. These may, at 
times, mitigate or at least make more accept.iblc die trat^ic horror, 
but in Jude cverydiing is subordinated to tlic depiction of the in¬ 
creasingly tragic situation ofjude .and Sue. They are described from a 
nuicli closer range tlian is usual with Hardy. Jude is the characteristic 
Hardv hero - hypersensitive, high-principled, csscnti.illy ‘soft- 
minded , to use William James’s term - made actual in a Victorian 
working m.in: we know him in much more detail than we do Ctym 
\cobrigIit or Angel Clare. But Sue Bridchcad is a departure lor 
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Hardy. She is the opposite of Eustacia Vyc, Bathsheba Evcrdcnc, and 
Tess not merely in die fact that she is an intellectual. But she is much 
more than Hardy’s version of the 'New Woman’, and slic utterly 
transcends Gissing’s versions of that creature. His Rhoda Nimn in 
The Odd Woman, is now an oddity of history. But Sue survives be¬ 
cause of her ambiguity, her sexual ambivalence, wliich she is aware 
of all tile time and cannot quite understand: 


‘At first I did not love you, Jude; tliat I owai. When I first knew you 
I merely wanted you to love me. I did not cx-ietly flirt with you; but 
that itiboni craving wliich undermines some woinen’s morals almost 
more chan unbridled passion - tlie crav'ing to attract and captivate, 
regardless of the injury it may do the man - was in me; and vvlien I 
found 1 had caught you, I was frightened. 


Perhaps the key to her is in Hardy’s word ‘intcllectualizcd’. The 
passage, during die account of her leaving her husband PlulJotson, 
where, ever reasonable, she quotes J. S. Mill and he replies, ‘What do 
I care about J. S. Mill! I only want to lead a quiet life!’ h.as amused 
many critics, but it is absolutely right in character and tone. The 
reference to Mill at that pardcular juncture - and .nllow.incc having 
been made for die date of the action, it could just as well have been 
Freud or Lawrence - exposes her completely. Sue is a most subtle 
dclineadon of a not uncommon t)pc of woman in the modem world, 
and it is significant diat the only writer on H.irdy who li.u fully 
understood his acliicvemcnt in creating her is D. H. Lawrence. 

There will probably always be those for whom H.irdy is, in Henry 
James s phrase, 'the good little Thomas Hardy*. His faults arc glaring 
enough. His plots creak. His villains have stepped off the boards of 
a bam-storming company peddling melodram.i. His prose is often 
clumsy to the point of uncouthness. Yet die true index of Hardy’s 
stature is that he is almost the only tragic novelist in our literature and 
diat when we consider him we have ultimately to do so in relation to 
Shakespeare and Webster and to the Greek dratnatisis. His influence 
been at once enormous and slight. After his discovery of Wessex 
a host of minor novelists opened up regions throughout the leiigtla 
and breadth of England and showed us man against an ancient soil; 
o them all the only one who has any interest for us to-day is pcrliaps 
cn Phillpotts. In many ways die later novelist most akin to Hardy 
« D. H. Lawrence. 
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By the ci^Iitccn-cightics the mutidon that had occurred in the 
novel with George Eliot and Meredidi had become dominant. Novel¬ 
ists were conscious of a split in fiction bem'cen the old and the new, 
and wliile significant novels of the older type continued to be written 
- and indeed still arc - they had more and more the appearance of 
throwbacks to the past. An indicadon of this consciousness of the 
spht is Henry James’s essay ‘The Art of Fiction’, published in 1884, 
and if one wanted to pin-point the change in its clearest terms one 
could scarcely do better tlian quote his words on Trollope: 

Certain accomplished novelists have a habit of giving themselves 
away which muse often bring tean to the eyes of people who take their 
fiction seriously. I was lately struck, in reading over ntany pages of 
Anthony Trollope, with his want of discretion in this particular. In a 
digression, a parenthesis or an aside, he concedes to the reader that he 
and this trusting friend arc only ‘making believe’. He admits that ilic 
events he narrates have not really happened, and that he can give his 
luirrarive any rum the reader may like best. Such a betrayal of a sacred 
olficc seems to me, I confess, a terrible crime; it is what I mean by the 
attitude of apology, and it shocks me every whit as much in Trollope 
as it would have shocked me in Gibbon or Macaulay. 

James’s criticbm is not simply that of the conscious craftsman on 
work tliat seems to him botched. When he speaks of the novelist’s 
calling as ‘a sacred office’ he means what he says. He has just been 
describing die novel as liistoty-: ‘That is die only general description 
(wliich docs it jusdee) diat we may give die novel.’ And he follows 
the passage quoted above widi the clincliing statement that Trollope’s 
habit of confessing to make-believe, his attitude of apolog)’ where 
his art is concerned, ‘implies diat die novelist is less occupied in 
looking for die truth than die liistorian, and in doing so it deprives 
him at a stroke of all his standing-room.’ 
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what W)Tidliam Lewis has said in The linur and the Ahsohu- 


obii^nT^K ^^■^■-'thing like a law 

TnctSdiv m T' ^ ^->P-losity. as it werc^ physical 

tS!TL "Store's tniths in exxhangc for any other. 

illustrarin 1 painter Chardin provides an impressive 

from tid ° * ;* S-t novchsts is ak-rent 

•sdStifie’V certainly, than that of the conte,npor.,ry 

«?cncc Tn r " meticulous fidelit>. to life i^ of its 

cnee. To ask it to falsify nature would be to destroy it. 


whJT scrupulosity*, liowever. is operative onI^ 

when the novelist sees himself as an artist, a creator of an imitation 

is nof nobjective truth. The question 

• . ... realism in any narrow interpretation of die world. It 

1 w I whatever the 

t^aon he has chosen to describe. 'Given the nature of man, then 

ordv in charaaers enacting it. can resolve itself 

m.L- I • ^ novelist like Stevenson, for example, whose 

resn^Jl* ^ mainly such as we usually consider romantic, in this 

ra^r of fanatical scrupulosity no less than 

James or George Moore. 

^ ^ relevant figure here, for it was with him diat finics 
novcluf nature of the novel and the function of the 

ODDo« A lii^ ‘Humble Remonstrance’ Stevenson was 

root nf ‘■^«m as it found c.xprcssion in tlie practice of Zola. 'The 
life tn b ^ matter , he said, ‘is diat a novel is not a transcript of 

Or Doin exactitude; but a simplification of some side 

lamesh^d j’ stand or fall by its significant simplicity.’ With this 
is includ A^° tfriculty in agreeing. Of course, art, in which tlic novel 
just as fb*^ * ^ ^ simplification. So i.s the history of the historian. Hut 
material must be judged by its adequacy to the raw’ 

must h ° j ^ mbjcct-mattcr, so, simplification though it is, the novel 

of Uiat^^^ ^ Cl- ^ successful in standing for life itself, or 

^ca of life the novelist lias concerned Iiiinsclf widi, A good 


26o 


THE ENGLISH NOVEL 


novel is untrue only in the sense that the events described in it have 
not actually happened. If die novel is successful one must feel that if 
dicy were to happen they w'ould do so precisely as the novelist says. 
The appeal, in other words, is to our knowledge of the nature of man 
and of the nature of his relations widi his fellows; and diis must be so 
how'cvcr creat or however limited die ambition die novelist has set 
liimsclf, whether he is consciously aiming at profundity or intent 
merely on entertaining liis readers in a civilized manner. 

It was probably not accidcntil that this heightened, more serious 
concepuon of the novel as art should have triumphed in die eighties, 
for the split between the old novel and die new coincided with a 
cultural revolution. Forster’s Education Acts of 1870 provided 
compulsor)' primary education for .all, and the result, over the years, 
was an enormous increase in the reading public. But the gap between 
the best education and the worst was so great that the highbrow- 
lowbrow dicliotomv widi which we are now wearisomely familiar 
was inevitable. Before 1870, die poor man who strove to learn to read 
and, having done so, went on to read beyond the ncNa'spapcrs, did so 
because he w.as to some degree a superior man. To be able to read was 
a key to enfranchisement; it opened the door to a better position as a 
tradesman or to success in business; it was essential to die politically 
minded working man who dreamt of power for liis class; and for a 
few rare disinterested spirits it offered the freedom of a culture tra¬ 
ditionally an upper-class preserve. But whatever the motive for 
learning to read, the Victorian working man, by and large, accepted 
die cultural stand.irds of classes higher in the social sc.olc. After 1870 
tills was no longer necessarily so. The provision of reading matter for 
a scmi-htcrate public became the concern of a vast industry which set 
its owTi standards, standards which had nothing to do with literary 
and artistic standards as norniallv understood. Indeed, tlie notion of a 
single standard ceased practically to exist, and perhaps this was in¬ 
evitable, for when ) ou give a semi-literate person die vote and per¬ 
suade him diat dicrcby he is an arbiter of liis country’s destinies, 
it is not c.isy at the same time to convince liim that he is not also the 
arbiter of what is excellent in art; there is a natural tendency for 
cvciy man to believe diat what he prefers must be the best. 

From die cightccn-cighdes onwards, when the results of the Act of 
1870 were making themselves manifest, we arc faced wnth a situation 
in the novel diat scarcely existed at any time before. Certainly until 
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I 939 t more and more novels were publislicd cacli year; but the great 
niajority of tlicse have had no pretensions to being literature. Fiction 
has become stratified in a way it was not in the inid-Victori.in period. 
It was the great strength of the nineteenth-century novel that all 
who read could read it. Admittedly, the reading public of 1853 was 
much smaller than to-day, but what there was Dickens or Thackerav 
could command. Now, we have not one but many publics, some of 
them existing in almost complete isolation from the otlicrs. Since 
Trollope, it is unlikely that any single novelist has captured tlicm all, 
though many excellent novelists, from Wells to Graliam CTrccne, 
have captured several of diem. What is importanc, however, is tlic 
eflfcct of this stratification of fiction on novelists themselves. Tlicre 
has been, certainly, a feeling of alienation from, in some authors a 
complete disregard of, the public as a sort of irresponsible monster. 
Stevenson, an author widi a large popular following, felt it. And 
what is significant is die pare the conception of tlic novelist as artist 
plays in it. The notion of the artist as a dedicatcil man is ver\- recent; 
It comes from the Romantic poets and its holv scripture in Ilimlish 
IS bneUey s A Defence of Poetry. The artist, so runs die claim, is 
responsible to himself and to no one else. You must take him or 
^ve him. But when the public begins to leave him, or pcrliaps never 
finds him, then for the artist tliis modem conception of art has an 
added value: it justifies liim in his own cs’cs; it gives him dignitv and 
grandeur — in a word, the sense of glory - while lie pursues his 
oncly labours which, it seems at the time, no one w.ants. Without 
such a sustaining belief, it is difliculc to see how die great ‘minority’ 
Writers, James, Conrad, and Joyce, could have gone on writing. 

Since the eighteen-eighties, probably a majority of significant 
novelists have tended to sec themselves as apart from the public, 
opposed to what dicy have assumed to be its prejudices, .uul in their 
own minds at least, always in advance of it; and this despite tiie 
ortuncs it may have bestowed on diem. I'he cightccn-iiinecies wit¬ 
nessed the triumph of die novelise as conscious artist because die 
ponod provided the circumstances wliich made it possible (or him to 
cnavc as one. These circumstances grew out of the political and 
o^nomic trends of the time. One of the latter, limited though its 
significance may seem when set against Forster’s Education Acts, had 
Wnscqucnccs of great iniport.ince to die novel. During the cighrtes 
c tradidonal three-volume novel was finally displaced by the one- 
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volume novel, chat is, the normal length of a work of fiction was cut 
by almost two-thirds. The change was not sudden, but it was the 
outcome, in a sense, of a struggle between two different reading 
publics and die middlemen who catered for them, between the rail¬ 
way bookstalls and the old-established circulating libraries. In the end, 
the railway bookstalls won. 

For some novelists who were in mid-carecr when it became effec¬ 
tive, the change was disastrous; Gissuig, for one, never succeeded in 
adapting himself to die much shorter length. Of itself it would have 
been enough to kill die huge sprawling novel of die Virtorians; the 
loss is obvious if we diink of David Coppcrjicld, Vanity Fair, and 
Middlcniarch. When we come to the secondary i^Titen, however, it 
is a different matter. All but the vcr>’ greatest of Victorian novels, and 
some of them, suffer from excessive length, from the presence of what 
Henry James, in another connexion, called reinpUssage, rubble shoved 
in to fill up. The English novel in die ninctccndi centur)- had been like 
a hold-all into which anything could be stuffed. The caic-volume 
novel imposed upon the novelist the necessity for a much more rigor¬ 
ous selection of incident and material. It was diis, together with die 
demands of new reading publics, that led to the breakdown of the 
Victorian novel into the categories of fiction that we know to-day 
however we may describe diem - the ‘straight* novel, the psycho¬ 
logical novel, the novel of adventure, die detective novel, the thriller, 
the woman’s romance. Where the very great were concerned, this 
was probably an impoverislimcnt; but the new lengdi of the novel 
was itself certainly a powerful aid to diosc writers, like Stevenson, 
James, George Moore, Conrad, and Bennett, whose view of the novel 
was of an autonomous work consciously shaped. 


2 

The greatest figure among the generation of novelists who came 
to maturity during die eighties - Stevenson, Gissing, and Moore 
were among them - remains Hear)' James. Bom in New York in 
1843, he was the oldest of them all and, except for Moore, outlived 
them. He was a very prolific writer, but his pre-eminence is not due 
simply to that, nor even to his deeper insight into the human situation 
than theirs. Dying in 19x6, he appears still in many ways our con¬ 
temporary, die greatest of our contemporaries. We read him to-day 
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as a modem novelist in a sense diat Stevenson, Gissing. and Moore 
were not, and we do so because, for better or for worse, more dun 
anyone else he made what seems to be the specifically modern novel. 
Describing Flaubert as a man who ‘was bom a novelist, grew up, 
hved, died a novelist, breatliing, feeling, tliinking, speaking, perform¬ 
ing every action of liis life, only as that votar>’\ he described liimsclf. 
One might say that for liini Ufe itself e.xisted for the novel; and we 
see the fruits of this obsession witli his art not in liis fiction alone bi;t 
also in the Notebooks he kept all liis Ufe, in his letters, and in the "real 
prefaces - those fascinating, gnomic, tantalizing discussions of die 
bases of his fiction and the tcclinical problems it presented to him -- 
to the individual volumes of Im collected works that lie composed 
towards the end of liis career. We know James as a novelist better 
than any other apart from Flaubert, and in the histor)- of the English 
novel James holds a position analogous to Flaubert’s in the French; 
both strove to give the novel die acsdictic intensity of a great poem or 
a great painting. 

James, however, if not an EngUshman - he was not naturalized 
until 1915, the year before his death - was at any rate an Anglo- 
Saxon, and his fiction is as ethical in its intensions as it is acsdictic. 
These two aspects of his art cannot be separated. 

He was from the beginning an outsider in a vers’ special sense. His 
father, the son of an Ulster immigrant wlio was a seh-maJe million- 
we, was a plulosophcr who believed that conventional education 
made for standardization and that children should be submitted to 
as many influences as possible. The young James found himsclt at 
school in turn at Albany, New York, London, Paris, Geneva, liou- 
logne, and Bonn before going to tlic Harvard Law Scliool. Rootless- 
ness was thrust upon liim; he was conditioned to the role of spectator. 
At the same time, he had a longuig for a settled society ordered with 
rank and ceremony such as die United States could not offer him; 
lie found it in England but still remained in his own eves an outsider. 

o * 

hi England, where lie settled in 1876, he moved much in society and 
was a great diner-out; but as we see from tlic Notebooks, his dining out 
represented for him so many forays into enemy territory, plundering 
expeditions from which he would return with the germ of a story, the 
vague suggestion for a novel, captured from the conversation of 
others. 

Somctliing more must be said about Ids Either. In England in 1844, 
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he was visited by what was known in the James family as ‘the vas- 
tation’. Sitting alone after dinner, he was seized by ‘a perfectly insane 
and abjea terror, without ostensible cause, and only to be accounted 
for, to my perplexed imagination, by some damned shape squatting 
invisible to me within the precincts of the room, and ra)-ing out 
from his fedd personality influences fatal to life’. The terror lasted 
an hour and reduced liim to ‘almost helpless infancy’. More than 
t\vcnty years later, Hcnr)'’s elder brother William, the philosopher, 
experienced a similar attack. ‘Drained of self-confidence and the will 
to live, he suffered hallucinadons and was for some years familiar 
with tliouchis of suicide and insanit)’.’ What he undenvent, it has 
been said, was not only a 'psychological seizure’ but a ‘spiritual 
crisis’. It was from Ids analysis of die seizure and the crisis tliat The 
I 'arictics ofReJiqhus Expcriaicc was bora. 

For die James family, then, evil was not an abstraa quahty but 
somcdiing known, painfully, at first hand, and the sense of evil is 
powerfully implicit in Hcnr)' James’s work, felt sometimes as the 
corruption of innocence, as in his most popular story The Turn of the 
5 tTc»', and soincdmcs as ‘die black and merciless things that arc 
behind great possessions’. It is hardly too much to say that the greater 
part of his significant work is a dramadzadon of the conflict between 
good and evil. 

James’s range as a novelist was considerably greater dian one 
miuht guess cither from his admirers or from liis detractors. But 
from beginning to end two dicmcs arc dominant, though they are far 
from being liis only o.ncs. The first is wliat he himself called the 
‘intemadonal subject’, which meant in effect the relationship betsveen 
America and Americans on the one liand and Europe and Europeans 
on the odier. For James, the theme was one from wliich the American 
VTiter could scarcely escape; it was part of the ‘complex fate’ of being 
an American waiter. ‘The burden’, he said, ‘is necessarily greater for 
an American - for he must deal, more or less, even if only by impli¬ 
cation, with Europe, whereas no European is obliged to deal in the 
least with America.’ The other dominant dicmc is related to this: it is 
di.it of die innocent, eager for life, corrupted or despoiled by the 
sopliisricatcJ, in whom die good things sought by the innocent appear 
to reside. In practice in J.imcs’s fiction, the innocent tend to be Ameri¬ 
can, their exploiters European. The two dicmes come together in his 
first novel RoJi rich Hiulsou, The Pcrirnit of a LaJy, The Wings of the 
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Noiv. For Trollope, Mrs Hurtle is frightening in the freedom she 
claims for herself: ‘she had sliot a man through tlie head somewhere 
ill Oregon.’ One doesn’t quite sec Henry James’s heroines doing that, 
but tlicy are free spirits in a way that more or less contemporary 
Enghsh heroines are not; freedom is something tliey are bom to, a 
condition of their being, as it is not, for instance, of Clara Middle- 
ton’s, to say notliing of Trollope’s young women. They are the 
product of an attitude towards woman different from the English 
Victorians’. 

When Isabel Archer is brought to England by her Aunt Touchett 
she has already refused the rich American business man Caspar 
Goodwood, and this itself is a sign that she is a free spirit: poor, slie 
has rejected a fortune, and Goodwood loves her and is a good man. 
But it is not in her nature to play for safety. ‘She spent half her time 
tliinking of beauty and bravery and magnanimity; she had a fixed 
determination to regard the world as a place of brightness, of free 
expansion, of irresistible action ... She had an infinite hope that she 
would never do anytliing wrong.’ At the country house of the Tou- 
chetts, American bankers long resident in England but still con¬ 
sciously American, she meets Lord Warburton, who falls in love with 
her. Warburton is presented as an admirable figure, the English 
aristocrat at his best, a Radical in politics through sheer noblcsx 
obli‘^c. He proposes and Is.abcl refuses him; why she scarcely knows; 
but she knows she must find her owm place in the world and War- 
burton’s is not hers. To Mrs Touchett, her refusal of Warburton is 
freakish; but Mr Touchett and his son Ralph understand. Isabel 
delights them, and it is Ralph who persuades his father to leave her a 
fortune. ‘I call people rich’, he savs, ‘when they’re able to meet the 
requirements of their imagination.’ It seems to him a moral duty to 
enable Isabel to meet hers. 

In fact, it is Isabel’s undoing. James sees her as clearly as Jane 
Austen docs Emma Woodhousc, diough he does not sec her 
satirically: 

Altogether, witli her meagre knowledge, her inflated ideals, her 
confidence .it once innocent and dogmatic, her temper at once exacting 
.ind indulgent, licr mixture of airiosiry and fastidiousness, of vivacity 
.ind indilTerence, her desire to look very well and to be if possible even 
better, her determination to sec. to try, to know, her combination of 
the dclic.ite desultory flamc-like spirit and the eager and personal 
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creature of conditions: she would be an easy victim of scientific 
criticism: if she were not intended to awaken on tlie reader's pare an 
impulse more tender and more purely expectant. 

Her very qualities of ardour of spirit and innocence of tlic world 
make her a bom victim. She meets Mine Merle, a woman of die 
world, and Gilbert Osmond, an expatriate American living in Florence 
in pursuit of the beautiful. She is captivated by Osmond’s life of 
apparent disinterestedness, of seeming dedication to art. She marries 
him, but the liidcous irony is that Osmond lias married her only to 
gee her fortune, to provide Pansy, his daugliter by Mine Merle, with 
a dowry. They live in Rome, in a palace, and as Isabel rellccts one 

night: 

It was the house of darkness, the house of dumbness, the house of 
suffocation- Osmond’s beautiful mind gave it neither liglit nor air: 
Osmond’s beautiful mind indeed seemed to peep down from a small 
high window and mock at her. Of course it had not been physical 
suffering; for physical suffering there might have been a remedy. She 
could come and go; she had her liberty; her husband was perfectly 
polite. He took himself so seriously; it was someiliing appalling. Under 
all his culture, all liis cleverness, his amcniiy. under his good-nature, his 
facility, his knowledge of life, lus egoism lay hidden like a serpent in a 
bank of flow'crs. 

She saves Pansy from an unliappy marriage which is being thrust 
upon her and returns to England to nurse Ralph Touchett in lus 
last illness. There she meets Caspar Goodwood again. He is still in 
love with her and pleads with licr to leave Osmond for him. We can 
do absolutely as we please,’ he says; ‘the world’s all before us — aiul 
the World’s very big.’ ‘The world’s very small,’ she answers, and 
returns to Osmond. Happiness and love arc consciousK' rejected. 

This ending h.a< been criticized. Given James s conception of his 
heroine, it seems inevitable, and to fail to see it .is such is tantamount 
to misunderstanding the conception, an integral part of which is tlie 
notion of honour. Isabel liad ‘an infinite hope that she would never do 
anything wrong’. Right and wrong are not simple matters for James s 
great heroes and heroines; tlicy arc related to wliat may be called their 
Idc-stylc. At the moment of choice tlicy feel a categoric.il imperative 
to behave according to tlicir deepest idea of tlicmsclvcs and ofwli.it 
they owe to self-respect, regardless of comfort or personal liappincss. 
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Isabel returns to Osmond because no other course would be fitting to 
her own conception of herself, just as Fleda Vetch, in Tlic Spoils of 
Poynton, renounces Owen and Poynton, since not to do so, however 
much it might further her owti happiness and her material comfort, 
would be to compromise her moral sense. Honour, in fact, is at stake. 

when James wrote The Portrait of a Lady a whole range of possi¬ 
bilities of development lay before him. In The Great Tradition F. R. 
Lcavis has examined tlie parallels between The Portrait of a Lady and 
Daniel Dcronda and assessed tlie influence of George Eliot upon him. 
But there was another influence as potent, Balzac’s, and the two 
novels tliat follow The Portrait, The Bostonians and The Princess Casa- 
niassitna, both of which appeared in 1886, follow Balzac in cliat the 
notion of die novelist lying behind them is that of the novelist as the 
liistorian of liis oven time. These novels show how easily he might 
have become the chronicler of his age at the point at which pubhc 
issues dominate, mould, and express character. Of The Bostonians he 
wrote: ‘I wished to write a ver)' Asnerican talc, a talc very character¬ 
istic of our social conditions, and I asked myself what was die most 
salient and pccidiar point in our social life. The answer was: the 
situation of women, die decline of the sentiment of sex, the agitation 
in dicir behalf.’ The novel relates the struggle bcwccn die Southerner 
Basil Ransom and the miUtant feminist Olive Chancellor for the 
possession of die mcdiumistic Verena Tarrant. It is in one respea 
James’s boldest novel, for the rclationsliip betsveen Olive and Verena 
is plainly Lesbian, and here no doubt James had seized upon one of the 
motivating factors in die extreme feminist movement. But the whole 
action is rooted in and springs out of a closely observed environment 
at a time when it was marked by a curious mingling ofidcalism, char¬ 
latanry, and naive crankiness. All these arc the butts of James s ex¬ 
posing satire, and here, as it happens, a contemporary novel gives us a 
measuring rod by which we may judge his achievement. His lifelong 
friend the American noveUst William Dean Howclb was not a neg- 
hgiblc writer, particularly in liis native context, and die craze for 
spiritualism and occultism that swept Boston in the eighties inspired 
liis The Undiscovered Country as it partly did The Bostonians. How’cUs’s 
novel may stUl be read ^vith pleasure; it contains at least one excel¬ 
lently drawn character, the scli-dccciving idealist Dr 30 )^ 00 ; but 
The Bostonians, for all die weakness of Verena Tarrant, transcends the 
topicality of its theme and remains an important novel because the 
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social trends dealt \vitli are expressed strongly in terms of character, 

and the characters, shaped though they arc by them, are more tlian the 
social trends. 

The Princess Casamassiwa was the first fruit of James’s decision to 
settle in England, and much of its richness comes from die thorougii- 
ness of his surrender to the spell of London, from ‘the assault dircctlv 
made by the great city upon an imagination quick to react*. The 
Words are from his preface to the novel, where he tells us ‘chat tliis 
ction proceeded quite directly, during the first year of a long resi- 
enccin London, from the habit and the interest of walking die streets.' 
yacinth Robinson, his hero, ‘sprang up for me out of die London 

contains the novel, and it is impregnated witli 
n on, which in its pages becomes almost a character in its own 
t, as Paris is in such a novel of Zola’s as L’Assoiuinoir. And 
a ove it is the London of the streets James celebrates, as he salutes 
Its vitality in the offspring of its streets, in, for inst.xncc, the superbly 

gar and vital Milliccnt Henning, who becomes almost a symbol of 
working-class London: 

CL 

c Was to her blunt, expanded finger-tips a daughter of London, of 
c crowded streets and the bustling traffic of tlie great city; she had 
th^^ K health and strength from its dingy courts and foggy 
roughfarcs and peopled its parks and squares and crescents with her 
^ itions; it had entered into her blood and her bone, the sound of her 
I^cd carriage of her head; she understood it by instinct and 

c it vsith passion; she represented its immense vulgarities and 
<airiosiUcs, its brutality and its knowingness, its good-nature and its 
, . might have figured, in an allegorical procession, as a 

® glorified townswoman, a nymph of the wihlerness of Middle- 
X, a ower of the clustered parishes, die genius of urban civilization, 
me muse of cockneyism. 

To tills London of tlie eighteen-eighties James was the receptive 
^ idcr, and to experience, appreciate, and absorb it in his novel he 
CTcatcd a character of a sensibility .and intelligence akin to liis own. 
lonel TnlUng, in his brilliant revaluation of the novel in The Liberal 
f^ogtnalion, sets it in its pl.acc as one of the ‘great line of novels whicli 
^^ms through the ninctecntli century as the very backbone of its 
ction , tliose novels whose ‘defining hero may be known as the 
oung Man from die Provinces’, diough ‘his social class m.ay con¬ 
stitute Ills province’. It docs so with Hyacinth Robinson, die illcgid- 
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mate son of a dissolute peer and the French seamstress who murdered 
him and died in jail, brought up by a bttlc dressmaker in Ishngton. 
Hyacinth is the victim of tltis clash of parenthood. There was no 
peace for liim benveen the two currents that flowed in his nature, the 
blood of liis passionate, plebeian mother and that of liis long-descended, 
super-civilized sire.’ Trilling admirably isolates the folk-storj' element 
in Hyacinth and liis situation; he is, from one point of view, the 
unaclmowlcdgcd prince barred from his heritage and destined to 
strange ends by die very ambiguit)- of liis birth. 

Naturally an acstlicte, he becomes a bookbinder, possibly the one 
skill open to a youth of his class th.it could satisfy his dehght in 
making beautiful things. Through liis follow workmen he is drawn 
into the revolutionar)' movement ot his day, and is taken up by the 
Princess Casamassima (the Christina Light ot James s first novel 
RcJericli Hudson), who, out of her aversion to the banal’, has left her 
Italian husband and the whole aristocratic way of life in order to seek 
reality in revolutionary activities. She is attracted to Hyacintli just 
because he is a fine spirit barred, not from die heritage that might be 
his as a nobleman’s son, but from the heritage that should be ever}’ 
man’s by virtue of being mxn. ‘Fane}' the strange, bitter fate, she 
c.N'claims; ‘to be constituted as you’re constituted, to be conscious of 
the capacitv you must feel, and yet to look at the good things of 
life only througli the glass of the pastr}--cook’s window!’ His very' 
existence justifies for her die social revolution. 

Hyacinth’s life mav be conceived of as a scries of initiations, by his 
adoring foster-mother Miss P}'nsent into the secret of his birth, by 
his workmate M. Poupin, the refugee Frenchman, into the traditional 
glories of early ninctccndi-centur}’ revolutionary idealism, by his 
friend Paul NUuiimcnt into the more ruthless and scientific principles 
of later nineteenth-century direct action, and by the Princess. But the 
initiation die Princess inducts him into dift'ers from die odicrs: her 
intentions, except that she takes liim much more seriously, arc Muni¬ 
ment’s, to make him the derlicated soldier oi die class-war; her 
achievement is tlic quite involuntar}’ one of making him see the 
herii.igc he is barred from in a wholly new light and understand die 
price its existence entails. He goes to spend a few days at Medley, 
the great countrv' hotisc the Princess has rented and to which she has 
invited him in order to bind him more closely to herself and the 
cause. He finds: 
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There was something in the way the grey walls rose from the green 
lawn that brought tears to his eyes; the spectacle of long duration 
uiiassociatcd wnth some sordid infirmity or poverty was new to him; he 
had lived with people among whom old age meant for the most part a 
grudged and degraded survival. Li the favoured resistance of Medley 
was a serenity of success, an accumulation of dignity and lionour. 

The fhll revelation comes to liim, however, when he visits Europe on 

the tiny legacy Miss Pynsent has left him. His appreciation of the 

beautiful is stronger titan his ardour for social justice, and Venice 

competes the transfer of his sympatliic-s. He writes to tlae Princess of 

the effects the scene has on him and the results as they influence 'the 
sacred cause’: 


rcLnr^'t it hasn’t been there to sec, for that perhaps is the clearest 
result of extending one s horizon - the sense, increasing as we go that 

oUh^h are the constant lot of the immense majoritv 

of the human race. I’ve found them everysvhere but haven’t naiaded 
them. Forgive the cynical confession. What has struck me is the great 
ac^cvements of which man has been capable in spite of tliem - the 
splendid accumulations of the happier few. to Jiuch doubtless [he 
miserable m^y have also m their degree contributed. ... They seem to 

hL cTT r ^ V i’vc become conscious more 

vou ITp * understand what in the great rectification 

y u and Poupui propose to do with them. ... You can’t call me a 

ni«: The" obLgation I supremely. I immutably recog- 

too cheap and to wish me to hold them 

can’t sen" h' w beh'^c 3 I ttT I 

I think our HoffendTld -to bow extraordinary 

■he leas, fcclii" for ^hi ’”■* "ouldn't hav! 

might w rm tc pte? ”'‘"1 do^^T “■'= 

during the last thr.. i.' ‘ v ^ "'here it comes from, but 

•hat ate higherLd^brightt ‘u^ror'^r 
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‘You know the obligation I supremely, I immutably recognize’: 
Hyacinth has been chosen by die rcvoludonar)'leader Hoffendahl to 
be the instrument of assassination; Hyacinth makes no attempt to 
dodge the responsibility he has voluntarily undertaken; but when 
the call comes, rums the pistol on himself. 

Traditionally, The Princess Casatiiassinia has been among the 
least regarded of James’s novels. Perhaps it never wholly recovered 
from die bad press it has on publication. But there is another reason. 
Our notion of die social revoludon and of revolutionaries is Marxist: 
The Princess Casainassima is pre-Marxist, its rcvoludonarics are not 
members of die Communist Parti' but Anarchists, an ingradating 
race of men forgotten for die most part now c.vcept in Herzen’s 
A/mfotW; but diey were terrible in dicir day, whicli was James’s in the 
eighteen-eighties, when assassination was a frequently employed 
weapon in polidcal warfare. However removed it may be from revo- 
lutionar)’ poUdes as we know them, as they arc mirrored in, for 
example, Malraux’s Storm in Shanghai. The Princess Casantassima 
is, as Trilling show's, ‘a brilliantly precise representadon of social 
actualit)-’. Widiin diat, and not to be separated from it, is James’s 
rccognidon and dramatization of the uncomfortable trudi the id e ali s dc 
Left has rarely faced, that the creation of certain kinds of art and st)’Ics 
of living, generally regarded as good in themselves, and the estab¬ 
lishment of democratic values may be mutually exclusive, for each 
may exist only at die expense of the other. This clash between rival 
goods is dramatized in die fate of Hyacinth Robinson, and the pecuhar 
poignanc)’ of his fate comes from die fact that the clioicc he must 
make between rival goods necessarily involves liim in a choice of 
betrayals. 

The ccntr.1l weakness of the novel is diat Hyacinth, for all the 
padios of Ixis end, never reaches tragic stature. He is a decidedly 
original creation; he is ‘dierc’ all die time; he is wonderfully in¬ 
telligent and wonderfully sensitive. He is seen by J.imcs and pre¬ 
sented all the time as die victim. Tliis is right enough: one would not 
c.xpect him to be a StcnJh.ilian hero. At die same time, there is a 
failure, and possibly it is a failure in James’s initial conception of his 
novel. The whole tlicme of die novel seems to demand a hero W’ho 
shall create a mydi in the reader’s mind, and this Hyacinth does hot 
do, as die Princess herself, di.it ficr)’ essence of intransigence, of pride, 
of craving for reality at any cost, triumphandy docs. 
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All the same, The Princess Casomassiina is a great novel; and one 
further quality of it must be noted, a cliaractcristic otjatius’s especially 
evident here because of the ranije of social scene he was committed to. 
This quality is die charity of James’s mind, his triiK' luminous com¬ 
passion. He weiglis the worth of his characters as scriipuloioly as Jane 
Austen; he is never token in bv them; thev arc exp.iNcd with on 
exquisite moral clarit}’. But — and tliis is the point - the some steady 
constant light illuminates them whatever their social doss; and ihis is 
something exceedingly rare in ninctccnth-centurv liction in England. 
James does not patronize, scorn, or sentimentolize the poor; he dots 
not consider them de haul en has: Milliccnt Meaning .ukI Miss Ps nsent 
and Rosie Muniment exist as mucli in dicir own riglit as Ladv Aurora, 
Madame Grandoni, and the Princess herself. This is one source of tlic 
abiding satisfaction we feel from The Princess Casmuassini.i, os is 
apparent when we compare die novel with contemporary works like 
Gissings Thyrza or even later novels like those ot the early Welh, 
books written from a particular, partial, and hmiting siew ol the 
lower classes as, almost, a separate order of creation. 

Neither The Bostonians nor The Princess CasiW.assima w-is suc¬ 
cessful in England or America. Their failure was probably decisive 
for the turns James’s talent was to take. ‘I have entered upon evil 
^ys, he wrote to W. D. Howells in 18 SR. ‘I am still staggering a 
good deal under die mysterious and (to me) inexplicable injur\' 
Wrought— apparently - upon my situ.ition by m\' two last novels.’ 
There began his long, bafiling, heart-breaking, though not in the end 
unrewarding, affair with the theatre. During this period lie wrote, 
esides his plays, mainly short stories, diose remarkable short stories, 
so close to lus own situation, on art and the problems ami fares ot 
rnakers of art. He was changing, and when towanls the end of the 
*^ctics he returned to die novel he did so as the great innovator. 
Vet his work was not so much different from wiiat h.id gone before 
as more intensely his and no one elsc’s. Roth riih ]luJson, I he 
9j 0 Lady, The Bostonians, The Princess CoSiViias>in<<i, arc traditional 
^vcls which only James could have written; trom W’luU Maisie 
onwards his fiction is all his omi: the ciiaiige is akin to 1.7. ff. 
awrence s when, liaving written .Sons and Lovers, in form the tjpical 
Wwardian autobiograpliical novel, he moved on to write The 
Rainbow and VPomen in Love. 

h might be said James liad fallen umler ‘the fiscination of what’s 
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difficult’, since for him every new novel he ventured represented a 
teclmical problem to be solved. Yet this is only part of the trudi, 
easily exaggerated if we rely overmuch on Jaroes*s prefaces. A case in 
point is What Maisie Ktiew (1898), one of the most remarkable tech¬ 
nical achievements in fiction. We are 5ho^vn corruption through the 
eyes of innocence that will not be corrupted. Maisie is a child who 
must lead her life between her divorced parents, who are immoral 
and irresponsible. The entire action is presented through Maisie, 
through her developing consciousness and understanding. F. R. 
Leavis, who has written so well on tliis novel, has said that it was in 
Dickens tliat James ‘found the dp that taught liim how he might deal, 
in tliis kind of comedy, \%dth his moral and emodonal intemiries - 
those to which he was moved by liis glimpses of late Victorian 
society’, and suggests that tlic source of his treatment was David 
Copperjield. One sees how tins may be so, for the theme of Copper'^ 
jieU, or at least of its first lialf, is innocence alive in a corrupt adult 
world, the contrast bcn^'cen the nvo producing the comedy; yet 
there is all die difference bcnveen a novel presented as the childhood 
memories of a grown-up man who can intervene and comment as a 
grown-up upon die action whenever he wishes, and a novel the 
action of wliich is registered in die consciousness of a child. 

The clue to James’s intendon here as in his great late novels may be 
found in Conrad’s dcscripdon of him as ‘the historian of fine con¬ 
sciences’, a plirase die richer for its possible ambiguity, since there 
seems some doubt whether Conrad was using the word ‘conscience 
in its norma! English sense or in its French meaning of perception, 
consciousness. To isolate and exhibit the working of die fine con¬ 
science (in bodi its meanings) was the motive behind James’s technical 
innovadons and all his attempts to make of the novel a self-contained 
whole cirrying widiin itself a maximum significance. Ethics are one 
tiling and acsdiedcs doubdess another, but it was James’s principle 
tliat die etliical could be rendered successfully in ficdon only when 
tlic representarion was acsdiedcally satisfying, and to make it 
acsdicdcally satislying he was prepared to plunder the other arts of 
the drama and of painting for liis models. One of die constant cries of 
his iVe/efwets is ‘Dramatize, only dramatizcl’ while throughout his 
criticism diere runs die analogy by wliich die novel is seen as com¬ 
position or ‘the fictive picture’. There is no contradiction; he is 
simply invoking, as models for what he wants to do, arts more formal. 
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more highly organized than tlic novel has normally been. To 
dramatize meant to present intensely, so that die last drop of value 
could be squeezed from die scene rendered; the notion ol composi¬ 
tion, of the novel as ‘ficdve picture’, implied the right rclationsliip of 
the parts to one another and to die whole, and cverydiing tlic painter 
means by volumes, masses, and colour values. 

Fundamental to all this, the principle activating it, was James’s 
belief in the necessity of what he called the Commanduig Centre, the 
uriii^'ing element in the work. In The Spoils of Poyttton, the command¬ 
ing centre was die houseful of furniture, in The of the Dore 

the tide itself, and the whole situarion of Milly Thcale and lier rchition 
to the other characters it sums up. Often the commanding centre 
lies in what James called a ‘fine central intelligence’, Maisie's in II l:oi 
Maisie Knew, Strother’s in The Atnl>iiss<nior<. As R. P. lilackmur has 
written in liis introduction to his edition of James’s prefaces called 
The Art of the Novel: 

• •• The novel was not a play however dramatic it iinglit be, and 
among the distinctions between the two forms was the possibility, 
which belonged to the novel alone, of setting up a fine central intel¬ 
ligence in terms of which everything in it might be unified and upon 
which everything might be made to depend. No otlicr art could do 
this; no other art could dramatize the individual at his finest; and 
James worked this possibility for all it was worth. ... And tliis central 
intelligence served a dual purpose. ... It made a conipo'.itioii.il centre 
for art such as life never saw. If it could be created at all. then it presided 
over everything else, and would compel tlie story to be iiotliuig but 
the story of what that intelligence felt about w h.it happened. This 
compositional strength, in its turn, only increased the value and 
meaning of the intcUigcncc <ii intelligence, and vice I'cr.'ii. 

Tlie final splendid flowering of James’s genius came in Ins tlirce 
last novels. The of the Dove (190a), The Anihnsscnlors (i<>03). 

and The Golden Bowl (1904), novels of a chassic-al perlcction never 
before achieved in English, in which practice and theory arc con¬ 
summately matched. Diverse as they arc, 'J'hc IVin^s of the Dove 
must stand as example of all three. Tn it James goes back to his abiding 
preoccupations of the international subject and of innocence eager tor 
hfe and despoiled by the sophistic.itcd; in clicinc tlic novel is a re¬ 
statement of that of The Portrait of a Lady, and like that novel, 
though much more directly, it was inspired by J.iiiics s memories of 
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Minn y Tcmplc, who Iiad haunted liim so long. He was to say, twelve 
years later, diat in The JViti(>s of the Dove he had sought to lay her 
ghost ‘by wrapping it in the beauty and dignity of art’. In liis preface 
to the novel he tells us that the idea ‘is tliat of a young person con¬ 
scious of a great capacity for life, but early stricken and doomed, 
condenoned to deatii under short respite, while also enamoured of the 
world; aware moreover of tl\e condemnation and passionately desir¬ 
ing to “put it»” before extinction as many of the finer vibrations as 
possible, and so achieve, however briefly and brokenly, the sense of 
having lived.’ Such is Milly Thealc, tlie dove of die tide. 

She is not, of course, a representation of-Minny Temple; Minny s 
situation was enough for James. In a renaissance tragedy, Milly 
would undoubtedly have been a king’s daughter; James does the 
best he can to heighten her pathos in the context of her time and 
place by making her a millionairess in her ou-n right, and, her father 
dead arid with no other relations, alone in die world except for her 
companion Mrs Stringham. She is therefore completely free; she has 
the world .it licr feet. She is indeed, so far as potential of power is 
concerned, the equivalent of a princess, and her wealth and freedom 
lend her the glamour that belonged in former times to princesses. The 
characters in the novel, Mrs Stringham especially, see her as one. 
And here die significance of James’s symbolism must be noted: he 
builds her up as die modem counterpart of a renaissance princess in 
order to heighten the padios of her lot, but by making us see her as a 
princess he also gives her the aura of the legendary; princesses arc 
beings who live in fain’land, waiting for gallant young men to submit 
themselves to impossible ordeals in order to claim their h.uid. 

1 his particular princess, however, is doomed; she comes to Europe 
witli her secret: she is condemned to nn early death by an incurable 
disease. Cliaractcristicallv - it is a device which infuriates some 
readers - James docs not tell us what disease; rightly or wrongly, 
most readers will infer tuberculosis. 

Millv comes to Europe in search of experience in the widest sense, 
for a taste of conscious happiness before death. In London she enters 
a comer of English society wliich Herbert Read has called ‘a little 
gamy’. She meets tlie \ibr,intly brilliant Kate Croy, who introduces 
her to a young journalist, Merton Dcnshcr. Milly has met him in New 
York and falls in love widi him. It is in Venice that she realizes die 
conspiracy in which she is caught; that Dcnshcr is secretly engaged to 
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Kate and that they have planned that he shall marry her so tliat, after 
her death, they can share her money and marry themselves. She 
turns her face to the wall’ and dies. But slie has the last word. ‘She 
1 ^ stretched her wings,’ says Kate after her death, 'and it was to that 
they reached’; for she has forgiven them and left Densher her fortune. 
But he is now stricken with self-revulsion at liis behaviour, and w'ith 
revulsion against Kate, his bad angel. He tells her th.it he will marr>' 
her without the money or give it to her and stay single. She says that 
he has fallen in love witii Milly’s memory: 

•.. Her memory’s your love. You want no other.’ 

e heard her out in stillness, watching her face, but not mos-ing. 
ra e only said: ‘I’ll marry you, mind you, in an hour.’ 

As wc were?’ 

As we were.’ 

turned to the door, and her hcadslnike was now die end. 
We shall never be again as we wore!’ 


sh ^ j ®®vcl ends, with the relationship between Kate and Densher 
ttcrc and die prospect before diem of lives haunted by guilt and 
mone. T e Wings of the Dove is modem tragedv, one could say 

^agedy; yet the characters in literature Kate Croy 
and most irresistibly call to mind arc Lady Macbeth 

IVUcbetb, as Milly Thcale suggests Ophelia or Dcsdcinona. They 
c. or their background of Bayswatcr in die nineties, the true 
is of tragedy. How docs James achieve diis? Tlic answer 

ajid^ o. James s style in his last novels h.is often been ridiculed, 
the *r^ times — not so much in the novels as in the letters and 
" when it docs topple over into die comic. Yet it is sdll 
and fctnarkablc style achieved since the seventeenth century, 
jj ^ mucli scvcntccndi-century prose it is an e.vploration and 
often^ opment of die resources of the language, lii consequence, it 
Droh language. Its closest nineieentli-ccntury analogue is 

j. . ^ ^ prose at all but the poetic style of G. M. Hopkins, 

^^^^tneant to record the findings of subtle sensibilities, and here, 

overtask credence: all die characters in James’s 
• ^ ction are the possessors of subtle sensibilities because the style 
necessity of their being so. It was a penalty die style 
sol r k ' ** much more th.m express subtle sensibilities or 

P hairs of fine discriminations. For one thing, it is an intensely 
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visual Style. And tlicn, it is intensely metaphorical; extravagantly so, 
one would say, if the metaphors vrere not there always to heighten 
and render more sharply the character being created or the situation 
being dramatized. James makes his sentences dense v-nth as much 
meaning as he can get into tliem, but the meaning exists on several 
planes at once; it is a fusion of meanings, so that to attempt to unravel 
a James sentence is akin to analysing a complex stanza in poetry. 

Here is an example from The Wings of the Dove of James s style at 
work: 

It was perfectly present to Kate that she might be devoured, and she 
hkened herself to a trembling kid, kept apart a day or two till her tunr 
should come, but sure sooner or later to be introduced into die cage of 
the lioness. 

The cage was Aunt Maud’s own rooms, her office, her counting- 
house, her especial scene, in fme, of action, situated on the ground- 
floor. opening from the main hall and figuring rather to our young 
wom.in on exit aiid entrance as a guard-house or a toll-gate. The lioness 
waited - tlic kid had at least that consciousness; was aware of the 
nciglibovuliood of a morsel she had reason to suppose tender. She 
would have been meanwhile a wonderful lioness for a show, an extra- 
ordin.nry figure in a cage or anywhere; majestic, magnificent, high- 
coloured, .all brilU.uu gloss, perpetual satin, iwinlJing bugles, and 
flashing gems, with a lustre of agate eyes, a sheen of raven luir, a polish 
of complexion that was like tliat of well-kept cliina and that - as ii the 
skin were too tight - told especially at curves and comers. Her niece 
had a quiet n.\mc for her - she kept it quiet; dunking of her, with a 
free fancy, as somehow typ'ically insular, she talked to herself of 
Britannia of the Market Pkicc - Britannia unmistakable, but with a 
pen in her ear, and felt she sliould not be happy till she might on some 
occasion .add to the rest of the panoply a helmet, a sliield, a trident, and 
a ledger. It was not in truth, however, that die forces with wliich, as 
Kate felt, slic would have to deal were those most suggested by an 
image simple and broad; slie was learning, after all, each day, to know 
her conipanion, and wliat she had already most perceived was the 
mistake of trusting to easy analogies. There was a whole side of 
Drit-innia, the side of her florid phili^iiiiisin, her plumes and her traui, 
her fantastic furniture and heaving bosom, the false gods of her taste 
and the false notes of her talk, die sole contemplation of which would 
be dangerously misle.iding. She was a complex and subtle Britannia, 
as passionate as she was practical, with a reticule tor her prejudices as 
deep as that other pocket, the pocket full of coins stamped in her image. 
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that the world best knew her by. She carried on, in short, bcliind her 
aggressive and defensive front, operations dcterniincd by h.cr wisdom. 
It was in fact, we have hinted, as a besieger that our young lady, in the 
provisional citadel, had for the present most to think of her, and what 
made her formidable in tliis character was that she was unscrupulous 
and immoral. So, at all events, in silent sessions and a youthful otfliand 
way, Kale conveniently pictured her: what this sufficiently represented 
being that her weight was in the scale of certain dangers - those 
dangers that, by our showing, made the younger women linger and 
lurk above, while the elder, below, both militant and diplomatic, 
covered as much of the ground as possible. Yet what were the dangerc, 
after all, but just the dangers of life and of Londtni? Mrs Lowder »'*is 
London, was life - the roar of the siege and the thick of the fray. 1 here 
were some tilings, after all, of which Britannia was afraid; hut Aunt 
Maud was afraid of nothing — not even, it would appear, of arduous 
thought. 

The passage, even ripped out of its context, obviously tells us a 
great deal about Kate Croy, tlic proud, penniless girl with iicr high 
demands on life. Her mind is rich in perceptions tli.ar emerge in witty 
images accreting naturally round die object of licr attention, here iicr 
aunt Mrs Lowder. And we are at the centre of Kate’s consciousness; 
the figure of Mrs Lowder affects us as she docs Kate. Mrs Lowder is 
comic, formidable, implacable; but she is more, for Kate s is a myth¬ 
making mind, and before it has finished with Mrs Lowder she has 
become a figure of myth, one that can stand as a symbol of the im¬ 
placability and the terror of life on which Kate has embarked. Here, 
wdiout any strain on James’s part, Mrs Lowder has been hciglucncd 
in significance far above a similar cluracter in ordinary naturalistic 
fiction; she is what she is, but can stand for so much more. 

James heightens all liis characters in this way. Our impression of 
MiUy Thcalc is the sum of t!ic impressions made by her on Mrs 
Stringham, Kate, Dcnshcr. We see Kate os an heroic ligtirc bccau.'^c 
^hat i$ how Densher and Milly see her and how slic is depicted by 
James, in all her splendid impatient vigour* in tlic marvellous first 
chapter of the novel, where we meet her waiting for her shifty ii er- 
do-well father in his seedy rooms. Tliis seems at first straight descrip- 
tton; it is not quite: when James wants to make us a\sarc of Kate s 
beauty he does so by making us sec Jicr as she sees herself in the 
^^drror, and all tlic time we arc gaining our knowledge of her 
predicament tlirough her own thoughts presented in oraiio 
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Much is thrown on the function of style in James by the re¬ 
visions he made in the texts of his novels when preparing them for the 
definitive New York edition, which began to appear in 1907. F. O. 
Matthicssen, in Henry James: The Major Phase, has examined the 
changes he made in The Portrait of a Lady. He shows how their 
effect is to concretize and individualize, to make more vivid. The 
colloquial expression takes the place of die formal; the abstrart is 
translated into the particular. Originally, die last sentence of his 
account of Ralph Touchett’s ill healdi had been: ‘The truth was 
that he had simply accepted the situation’: in the New York edition 
it becomes: ‘His serenity was but die array of wild dowers niched 
in liis ruin.’ Here in mbiiaturc we see how the change reveals the 
special part style plays in James. To concretize, to individualize, to 
make more actual and more vivid - this is to dramatize. But there 
is more. The change adds a pathos and a glory'; it makes the character 
more interesting, more wordiy our attention. Where his characters 
arc conccnied James’s prose serves a purpose resembling that of 
blank verse in Shakespeare and the Elizabethan dramatists. It uni- 
ver>alizcs even as it individualizes. Without sacrifice of their observed 
reality, it lifts die characters right above die naturalistic convention. 
The style is an e.xprcssion of the significance they' have for James 
and of die intensir*' %\idi which dicy feel and live. It is this intensity 
which makes us feel diat dicy profoundly matter, that they arc 
characters fit for tragedy; whereas die charaaers of novelists like 
Gissing, Moore, and Bennett, however much wc may respect their 
work, undergo no such transcendence, only a sad fate. 

3 

From die eighties onwards, die recorder of die novel who wishes 
to do more tlian produce an annotated catalogue of names and tides 
must rudilesslv select. More than ever die novel became die dominant 
prose form attracting to itself the solicitations of almost all men of 
letters wliedicr tlie nature of their talents were die novelist’s or not; 
so, in the eighties, wc have Pater writing ^lartus the Epicnrcati, Wilde 
writing The Picture of Dorian Cray in die nineties, and twenty years 
later Chesterton his extravaganzas and Belloc his political squibs. 
Once, novels themselves had been the literary' counterpart of Glad¬ 
stone bags into whicli anything could be crammed; now the novel 
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« a category of literature had become a convenient hold-all for 
literary talent. 

In the eighties and nbieties the great contemporan- figures in 
fiction were sdll Meredith and Hardy, but a number of younger men 
came to mattinty during the period. There were besides James, R. L. 
Stevenson (1850-94), George Gissing (1S57-1903), and George 
Moore(i 853 'i 933 ), to each ofwliom a number of lesser writers now 
appear attached as satellites. The period also saw the emergence of 
another-writer of fiction whose talents were certainly as great as theirs, 
Rudyard Kipling; but magnificent prose-writer and shori-stort- 
witcr as he was, Kipling’s genius was not for the novel, and Kint 
(l^i) remains the lonely masterpiece of his longer fictions, a novel 
without parallel or progeny. 

Stevenson s reputation often seems the triumph of a fiscinating 
personality' rather than tliat of a writer. This is not in fact true, tliough 
t c one work which makes us see him as a great novelist, il'ci'r cf 
ermiston (1897), was unfinished at his dcatli and survives as a frag- 
from yVeir of Hcrmisloiij Stevenson’s significance is of a 
ra cr different nature from that of any ofhis contcniporarics of com¬ 
parable stature. It was only in the last years ofhis life that lie found 
is tme material; he had to go to Samoa before he really discovered 
CO and, and going to Samoa, he discovered the Soiitli Seas too. M.id 
® imagines his work would have followed the two di.stinct 

pat of iVeir and the magnificent story of the Pacific islands, The 

Beach of Folesl 

Yet early fiction is not negligible, and one is tempted to say that 
distinctive contribution to die English novel is that he suceess- 
Flaubert to Dumas, the latter standing .as a conveniei-.c 
° of the novel of romantic adventure. For Stevenson the novel 
a venture came as much witliin die province of art as the novel of 
ral realism did for James; it was worthy of just as niucli seriousness 
treatment. One might expect a certain disproportion between con¬ 
tent and treatment. One docs not find it; rather, treatnient elevates 
intent, brings out its true value. Kidnapped (1886) was written as an 
toncal story for boys; its immediate end is to comimmicatc cxcitc-- 
tnent. In that it succeeds superbly, and it dot's so because of th<f pre- 
euion and intensity with w'hich action, character, and scene arc 
rendered and die way in which everydiing in the novel is subordinated 
to t cir rcalizadon. As a result. Kidnapped seems to have the authen- 
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ticity and authority of liistory itself. What began as a boy’s book 
became one of the archetypal novels of pursuit, of the hunter and the 
hunted. 

The Master of Ballantrac (1889) is a bigger book, more ambitious, 
less successful because Stevenson w?s in part attempting what then he 
could not do. The acrion turns on the cluractcr of Alison, and at the 
time of writing the novel Stevenson could not create a convincing 
woman. But The Masur ofBallanirac carries the same authority of 
history as Kidnapped and it dramatizes, too, Stevenson’s abiding 
preoccupation, one so thorougldy Scottish as to make him the bom 
interpreter of die national character. This is his preocaipation with 
the doarine of Predestination as it emphasizes die theory of divine 
election, with some souls damned as irretrievably as others arc saved. 
Stevenson avas haunted by the idea of damnation, of the soul con¬ 
demned to evil. The Master of Ballantrac is such a soul; he is incarnate 
w’ickedness. Yet in a curious wav he becomes the hero of the novel; 
it is die younger brother, at die beginning ‘neigter veiy' bad nor yet 
very able, but an honest, solid sort of lad’, who is perverted by the 
Master’s persecution into miserliness, repining, and die lust for 
revenge, so tliat he becomes one of the most absorbing psychological 
studies of degradation in our fiction. 

It Stevenson had died five years earlier than he did, one would 
have said that Iiis contribution to the novel was twofold. His re¬ 
discovery of die art ot narradve, of conscious and cunning calculation 
in telling a story so tliat tlic maximum effect of clarit)' and suspense is 
achieved, meant the birth of the novel of action as wc know it and 
the measure ot tiic work of later writers such as John Buchan and 
Graham Greene; while in books like The New Arabian Ni<>hts, 
Prince Otto, and those written widi Lloyd Osbourne, The Wrong 
Box. The IVrtdrrs, and The Ebb Tide, he gave a wholly new literary 
dignity and impetus to light fiction, fiction whose end is, unaffec¬ 
tedly, entertainment. One woulJn c say Stevenson made Anthony 
Hope possible, but, as in the novel of action, he set the staiidard for 
him and those who have followed him. 

In the last five years ot l)is lite, however, his creative range de¬ 
veloped astonislungly. The remarkable thinq about his long short 
story The Beaih at luilcsJ is not diat in it he brouijlit into our fiction 
an exotic scene of a kind wc now associate with Conrad and Maugh¬ 
am but diac he was able to tell his story of the Pacific tlirough a 
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vulgar, lower-class Eiiglisliman whose wbtful dream is to keep a pub, 
and to assume the identity complctclv. With 11 Vir of Hiniiislon we arc 
&ccd, of course, with an insoluble problem; could Stevenson have 
kept it up? What we have is a magnificent torso, as splendid a piece of 
Writing in its own right as any in our 6ction: it has immense solidity, 
streng^, and grace; every word he uses is decisive, and chosen tor 
euphony as well as force and precision. The Ediiibiirgh of 1813 is 
wonderfully rc-crcatcd; it doesn’t fall by comparison with Scott s 
picture of Edinburgh a century' earlier in The Iloari of \IiiiIotfiicni. And 
within its context Stevenson was dramatizing one of his own most 
racking experiences, the conflict between father and son. That 
described in the novel between the Lord Justice-Clerk and Archie 
was not Stevenson’s but it was a perfect objective corrcl.uivc for it. 
The Lord Justice-Clerk, die hanging judge, is a truly tremendous 
figure, as rudiless, as majestic in his sense of justice, as diabolical in 
his scorn for those who fall before it as, one is tempted to say, the 
God of the Covenanters; he terrifies us almost as nuicli as he does 
Archie or the wretched prisoners who appear before him; 


• •• My Lord Hermiston occupied the bench in the red robes of 
criminal Jurisdiction, liis face framed in the wliite wig. Honest all 
through, he did not affect the virtue of impartiality. ihi> was no e.isc 
for refinement; there was a man to be hanged, he would h.ivc said, 
and he was hanging him. Nor was it possible to see his lordship, .uul 
acquit him of gusto in the task. It was p!.iin lie gloried in the exercise 
of his trained faculties, in the clear sight whicii pierced at once into the 
joint of fact, in the rude, unvarnished gibes with whicli he deniolohed 
every figment of defence. He took his ease and jested, uiibeiidiiig in clj.n 
solemn place with some of the freedom of the tavern ; .and the r.ig of 
with the flannel round liis neck was hunted g.dlowsss .irJ witli 

jeers. 

Duncan had a mistress, scarce less forlorn .and greatly oMer th.ni 
himself, who came up, whimpering and curtseying. 10 .idd ilie weight 
of her betrayal. My lord gave her the oaih in his mt'st loariiig voice, 
and added an intolerant warning. 

Mind what ye say now, Janet,’ said he. ‘I have .an e e upon ^e, 1 in 

ill to jest with.* 

Presently, after she was tremblingly embarked on her story. And 
What made ye do tliis, ye auld runt?’ the Court interposed. ‘Do ye 
tnean to tell me ye was the panel’s mistress?’ 

If you please, naa loard,’ whined the female. 
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‘Godsakc! ye made a bonny couple,’ observed his lordship; and there 
was something so formidable and ferocious in his scorn that not even 
the galleries thought to laugh. 

At the same time, the women in the novel, tlic old Kirstie and the 
young, for the first time in Stevenson have reality, and their reality is 
vibrant. 

fVeir of Hcniiislon strikes us as a fragment of epic. We know that 
the Lord Justicc-Clcrk was based on the eighteenth-century Lord 
Justice-Clerk Br.ixficld. Stevenson’s Lord Justicc-Clcrk, then, is the 
consummate expression of a national m^'th, of one aspect of Scot¬ 
land’s consCTOUsness of itself. His novel is rooted in his country’s 
history and feeling. Here it looks forward to a later Scottish novel, 
not, it is true, as finely wrought as Stevenson’s, which in die quality 
of its writing is strictly comparable with Flaubert's, but of great 
power, George Douglas Bro\vn’s The House with the Green Shutters, 
published in 1902, its author’s only book. Between the publication of 
Stevenson’s last novel and Brown’s, Scottish fiction had deliquesced 
into the sentimental effusions of the Kailyard School; its most famous 
works arc probably Ian Maclaren’s Beside the Bonnie Brier Bush, 
S. R. Crockett’s The Stickit Minister, and Barrie’s A H'indow in 
Thrums. These novels represent Scottish small-town life in tern*, of a 
paralysing sweetness. They had their counterpart on the music-hall 
stage in the songs and personality of Sir Harry Lauder. Historically, 
The House trith the Grcai Shutters is a savagely deliberate attempt to 
reveal the harsh reality of Scottish pro>’incial life behind the false 
fi^adc put up by die K.-ulyard writers. This is now the least interesting 
tiling about it. 

Like UVir oj Hermiston, The House with the Green Shutters is a 
fragment of national myth, depicted on a much smaller scale, in a 
n.irrow provincial setting, and related not widi Stevenson’s marmor¬ 
eal dignity of style but with a sardonic scorn. Much of the novel’s 
strengdi certainly comes from the frcslmcss of the language in wliich 
it is written, for BrowTi relics heavily on Scots dialect words; they 
accentuate die proNincialism described and die contempt that informs 
his attitu Je towards it; but they also introduce a quality of lyricism that 
lightens the sombrencss of the novel. The main strength, however, 
lies in the subjea itself. At the centre of the novel is Gourlay, the man 
oi demoniac power, to use Brown’s own adjective. ’Brute force of 
character’ is die secret of his strengdi. He is envied by his fellow 
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townsmen; his son, in Iiis weak, credulous way, rebels against him; 
and he is finally brought down by a more asnitc rival, ot whon^, in 
his contempt for all who live about iiim, he has m;ulc an enemy. I I is 
tragedy is the tragedy of the bull insulted, baited, goaded, and hnaiiy 
killed in the ring. Gourlay is a man witii few redeeming feature', 
except his own pride in being a man. But his stature is sueh tliat he 
towers over his backbiting neighbours as he does over his son, who 
is an eictremcly shrewd characterization of a s outli who'^e genuine 
sensibility is matched by no corresponding intellectual ability. Gour¬ 
lay I in his native intransigence of spirit, bursts the bounds of prosnncial 
conventional opinion. In lus own way he is great, and because he is 
great he has to be hounded and brought down. This impression is so 
strong that we may properly call the novel tragic, thougli its author’s 
own standpoint is that of a peculiarly sardonic comcsly that links him 
with Hogg, Galt, and Bums. The House with ihe Green Shuiters is not a 
perfect novel — it was, after all. Brown’s only one, written a year 
before he died at the age of thirr^’-tltree, and novelists le.irn how to 
write novels by the practice of writing tliem — but in spite of its 
ftults in construction and its author’s tendency' to genoralirc on the 
ictjon in hb own person, it has monolithic power, and tlic nigiitmaro 
vividness with wliich controlled hate c.m illuminate its subject. 


4 


^dark Rutherford, whose real name was William Male White 
(183 *“1913). and George Gissing (1857-1903) are associ.itcd in tlic 
i^d partly by some similarity in their subject-matter but more by 
the kinship of their attitudes to life. Both were men of very consider¬ 
able intellectual attainments accompanied by a certain feebleness of 
vitality; they strike us as defeated by life, and defeated from die 
cginning, as a consequence of temperament, .^t an early age. both 
*traycd from the paths they could have been confidentl)' predicted 
to take. If they had not done so, they would have been -spared mucli 
®iKry, become much less interesting men, and probably not have 
written novels at all. 


Rutherford came to fiction late; he was fifty wlien his first novel, 
T/ic Autobiography of Mark Rulhaforc}, was publislietl in 18K1. It is 
Ihs own story, and the book, which is presented much as Gissing’s 
^ Private Papers of Henry Ryccroft was to be twenty years later, 
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as its central character’s assessment of life edited by a friend after his 
death, exists very much on the borders of fiction and autobiography. 
It is a record of disillusion; the point of view from which it is written 
is summed up in the comment: 'One-fourth of life is intelligible, the 
other three-fourths is unintelligible d.arkness, and our earliest duty 
Ls to cultivate the habit of not looking round the comer.’ Rutherford 
is die son of a family of shopkeepers in a Midland towTi who be¬ 
longed to the dissenting sect Acn called independents. He writes: 

Nothing particular happened to me dll I was about fourteen, when 
I was told it W.1S time I became converted ... I knew that I had to be ‘a 
child of God*, and after a time professed myselfto be one, but I cannot 
call to mind that I was anyiliitig else than I always had been, save that I 
was perhaps a little more hypocritical. ... 

Rutherford is sent to a training college for Independent ministers, is 
ordained, and appointed to a chapel in an East Anglican town. He 
sulfcrs from intellectual doubt and finds himself unable to meet the 
criticisms of liis beliefs made by an agnostic working man; and then, 
leaWng tlic Independents for the Unitarians, he has a short spell as 
Unitarian minister before leaving the ministry to work for a Rationa¬ 
list publisher in London in loneliness and poverty. 

The Au!obie^r(}phY of Mark Rutherford is a poignant account of 
loneliness both spiritual and material. Its theme is the religious and 
intellectual bankruptcy of dissent in the forties. The great tradition of 
radical revolt had dwindled into a mean, self-righteous illiberality in 
which die letter was cver)’tliing and the spirit scarcely existed. 

The peaili.-irly affecting quality' of Rudicrford’s fiction, however, 
comes from the way he sees dissent. Intellectually, he had freed 
himself from nonconformit)', but emotionally his allegiance was still 
to it. For him. it was an heroic tradition, .and apart from its value as a 
record of spiritual crisis. The Autobiography is mosnng because it is a 
lament for an heroic tradition from wliich the glory has departed. 
In 7 Vie Rei'p/ii/jon iVi Tatwer's Lane (1893) he takes this up explicidy. 
Tcclinicallv. it is a brokcn-backed novel; Rutherford had little power 
oforcanizarion and construction; but it is still an historical novel of 
unique interest. It begins in 1814, ssith Zadiariah Coleman, a young 
London printer, ‘a moderate Calvinist’ in religion, caught up almost 
against his will in what were dicn revolutionary politics; he is, that is 
to say, a Radical, a Republican, against the Government, in favour of 
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universal franchise. He is caught up so effectually tJiat he is forced to 
leave London and live in Manchester, where he is arrested and sen¬ 
tenced to two years’ imprisonment after die ‘Peterloo Massacre’ of 
1819. 

Zachariah represents a dissent which is still dvnamic, out of which 
certain political principles opposed to die established order neces¬ 
sarily spring. Then Rutherford — vers’ clumsily, it must be s.aid - 
leaps forward t^vent)'yca^s and begins what is almost a separate novel 
to show us dissent in stagnation, declined to a pettifogging conccni 
"ith a narrow, spying moraUty and to a Laodicean caution in tlie 
world s affairs. Its representative is die Rev. John Broad, who writes 
to his son, a student for the ministry: 


A young minister, I need hardly say, my dear Thomas, ouglu to 
confine himself to what is generally accepted, and not to particularize. 
For this reason he should avoid not only all disputed topics, but, as far 
^*P°^’hlc, all reference to particular offences. I always myself doubted 
t c Wisdom, for example, of sermons against covetousness, or worldli- 
ncss, or hypocrisy. Let us follow our Lord and Master, and warn our 
earers against sin, and leave the appbcatioii to the I loly Spirit. 

Rutherford is not more dian a minor novelist, but he did what no 
otlicr English novelist was to do until Bennett did it incidentally, and 
rom an entirely different point of view, twenty years later: he put 
rclipous dissent into fiction not as something eccentric to die main 
tradition of our history but as part of its m.iin stream. He rendered it 
^tically yet sympathetically, and doing so, he also brought into our 

women wlio hidierto had existed oiJy at its 
^ world of shopkeepers and small farmers - what might be 

c cd the nineteenth century’s own c.spccial yeomanry - widi which 
isscnt was, in country districts at any rate, particularly closely 
^sedated. He knew die inhabitants of diis world through and 
^ roi^h, for diey were his own people, .and reproduced them, as he 
oes his intuitions about life, in a prose singularly simple and limpid. 
Gissing is not a great novelist but he is considerably more than a 
^^'y^or one. He is one of diosc imperfect artists wliosc work in¬ 
evitably leads one back to die writer in person. His ficdon is not, 
except in perhaps dircc instances, siiflicicntly detached from its 

personal, die powerful expression, one cannot help 
8» of a grudge. The grudge expressed is a common one to-day. 
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though Gissing was tlic first novelist dirertly to manifest it; and this in 
a way does universalize his work, in spite of its lack of objectivity. 
His general view of his times was very dose to Flaubert’s; he too 
mierht have used the word inujiisim’ to characterize the age, which he 
found vulaar, shallow, naively self-satisfied, and which, like Flaubert, 
hcjudgcd'by standards drawn from lus notions of classical antiquity. 
But pfaubert exteriorized lus disgust in novels wliich are nothing if 
not wonderfully solid entities, whereas Gissing remains the novelist 
of the special case - liis owm. 

It is presented in an idealized form in what has always been his 
most popular book, The Private Papers of Hatry Ryecroft (1903). 
Neither a straiglit novel nor a straight autobiography, Ryecroft may 
best be described as an autobiographical fantasia, projected in the form 
of a collection of personal essays largely composed in tliat curious 
dialect of written English Lamb devised from tlic Htcrature of the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and bequeathed to die occasional 
essayists of die nineteenth. The character projected is an old and 
battered veteran of die war of letters who lus been rescued from the 
. eternal battle against public, publishen, and editors, by die unexpected 
inheritance of a small annuity whicli has allowed him to redre to a 
cottage on die Exe. Tlicrc he spends his time in blissful solitude, mildly 
acsthcticizing among wild flowers, reacting inordinately to the parcels 
the second-hand booksellers send him, pitying himself for his former 
povert}' and tlic unailturcd people it forced liim to associate with, and 
congratulating lumsclf with much complacence on his present good 
fortune. 

‘Mine be a cot’, in fact; but Gissing’s docs not contain even a Lucy 
ill russet gown and apron blue. Ryecroft represents a dream of such 
irresponsibility as to amount to the expression of a deliberate opting 
our of life. Read cold, as it were, widiout reference to die author, it 
c.in scarcely be anydiing but repellent; die old and battered veteran 
turns out to be - fifr^’-dirce, and his creator forty-dircc. Read in the 
light of one’s knowledge of Gissing’s life, however, the book makes 
a Vathcr different impression. He wrote it when he was well out of 
poverty and his reputation established, but the iron bad entered his 
soul too early for success to change liis attitude cither to liimsclf or to 
life. The son of a pharmaceutical chemist of Wakefield, he had been a 
boy academically brilliant; at fifteen, he had come first in England in 
the Oxford Local examinadons, and he had won a scholarship to 
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Owens College, Manchester, where he swept all before him. His 
future could be foretold with confidence: he would go to one of the 
older univenities; he would get a first and a fellowship and settle 
down to the life of a classical scholar and a don. Notliing like tliis 
happened. He fell in love with a young prostitute, was expelled from 
Owens for pilfering, and packed off to the United States, where at 
times he practically starved. When he returned to England a year or 
two later it was practically to starve again, at any rate for a time. 
The prostitute, whom he had married, had become a dipsomaniac. 
They lived apart but half his earnings went to her; and so began the 
life of drudgery, of coaching and writing and reading, and often of 
semi-starvation, he later described in New Grub Sireel (1891) and 
Ryecroft. When his wife died, he picked up a scr\'ant-girl in Regent’s 
Park and mamed her; she proved little better than the other. 

His friend H. G. Wells, who looked after him in his last months 
with great tenderness, wrote of him that ‘he had no natur.il custoinarv 
persona for miscellaneous use’; and Gissing, in his preface, cxpl.iins 
the title of his second novel. The Uttchssed (1SS4), by saying: ‘M.ile 
and female, all the prominent persons of the story, dwell in a limbo 
external to society. They refuse the statistic badge.’ Gissing himsclt 
dwelt in a limbo external to society, he refused tlic statistic badge; and 
It enabled him to explore a certain kind of man and woman as tliey 
avc not been explored in our fiction before or since. 

The Weakness of Ryecroft is that it is a dream. Ryecroft is the 
al rendering of what may be called tlie Gissing man; he is much 
CK interesting when abstracted from life. In tiic novels at least he has 
"’ith society, and he appears in all die novels as tund.iment- 
* y same character, whatever his class, c.illing, or education, 
ough different aspects of liim may be seized and enlarged upon from 
book to book. He is, primarily, a man who lives in a self-created 
rR*^*^*' result of the sense of his own diiferoncc Iroin his 

^ ^ working man, like Grail in Tliyrza (18S7), tlic 
II ^ bis all-consuming hunger and thirst for culture. Gcner- 

y. It IS a combination of poverty, hypcr-scnsitivcncss, pride, and 
Often, tlic Gissing man, like Reardon in New Grub Sired, 
f... difficulties his temperament imposes upon him, a responsi- 

for others he is incapable adequately of fulfilling. He has two 
dutinpishing marks, that bek of a 'natural custoiiiary persona for 
**'^^llancous use* Wells found in Gissing himself, and a ferocity of 


t.e.m. 
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self-regard that prevents him from compromising with the world in 
which he lives. Sometimes - Kingcote in Isabel Clarendon {1886) is a 
case in point - it is scarcely possible to account rationally for his 
bchasnour; tlien he appears as a neurotic taken at his own valuation of 
himself. But, wth one exception among the novels in which a man 
is the central character, Gissing assumes all along the righmess of his 
heroes’ attitudes. It is this that vitiates tlicse novels as realistic repre¬ 
sentations of late ninctccnth-ccntury life. Wc sec his in two of his 
most powerful novels, Thyrza and New Grub Street. Thyrza is his best 
novel about workin£»-class life in London. At its centre is Gilbert 
Grail: 

Daily his thirteen hours went to the manufacture of candles, and the 
cveninq leisure, with one free day in the week, was all he could ever 
hope for ... He would eat his meal when he came from work, then 
take liis book to a corner, and be mute, answering any needful question 
with a gesture or the briefest svord. At such times his face had tlic lines 
of age; you would have deemed him a man sveighed upon by some 
vast sorrow. And was he not? His life was speeding by; alrc.ady the best 
years were gone, the years of youdi and force and hope - nay, hope he 
could not be said to have known, unless it were for a short space when 
first the purpose of his being dawned upon consciousness; and tlic end 
of that had been bitter enough. Tlic purpose he knew w'as frustrated. 
The 'Might have been’, which is ‘also called No More, Too late, 
rarcwcir, often stared him in the eyes with those unchanging orbs of 
ghastliness, chilling tlic flow of lus blood and making life the cruellest 
of mockeries. 

Witli a character such as Grail Gissing’s sympathies are fully 
engaged, a.s they alw.ays arc witli men and women exiled from their 
proper sphere, the sphere to wliich they naturally belong by their 
aspirations or tlicir talents. It was this special sympathy that made 
him the first and perhaps the best delineator in English of a com¬ 
paratively recent type of man, the proletarian intellectual, the educated 
man from the working classes who, for all lus talents and even success, 
is even now often compact of feelings of inferiorit)', pride, and envy 
of those who possess by right of birtli tlic graces and freedoms he 
lias had laboriously to acquire. But die price of this special sympathy 
was a wholesale lack of sympathy with the environment - and its 
inhabitants - in which the e.xccptional being must hvc. From working- 
class life as .1 whole, he turns svith a shuddering revulsion. There is in 
his novels of working-class life, Thyrza, The Unclassed {1884), The 
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Nether World (1889), a conspicuous failure in charitv, obvious wlicn 
they arc compared witli the novels of James and George Moore. 
The values by which he judges the working class arc literary in the 
narrowest sense; at times one would think that the sole end of life 
was that men and women should read. 

Again, New Grub Street, that tcrrifv ing document of the miseries 
of authorship, exposes one facet of the literary life that seems always 
to be with us; but its validity- as a considered representation stands or 
by the character of Reardon, wlio is so weak, so shrinking, and at 
the same time so intransigent as to be a special case. A Reardon, one 
, could survive in no form of society in which the clement of 
ns entered. He is damned by his own icmpcranicnt. and though he 

he is not a tragic one, merely tiic successful emblem 
o issings self-pity. New Grub Street strikes one as special pleading 
or a special case. Through the Gissing man wc see the world as 
^ * distorting lens; but it is a lens of extraordin.irv power. 

_ ^ ^^0 00c exception: Dortt in Exile (1892). In the character 

b Proletarian intellectual Godwin Peake, who walks out of a 
lant career as a student m a northern college because liis vulgar 
one e proposes to open an eating-house bearing die name Peake 
opposite the college gates, Gissing created a counterpart of one 
o himself seen and presented with such objectivity as to be 
oroughjy satisfying. He did so by stressing not the hypersensitivity 
|n us make-up but die pride. Peake is a monster of egoism, but ins is 
ot c enervated egobm of Ryecroft. It is the egoism of the man who 
oc tmclf bom in exile, robbed of his inheritance, and determined 
Win rights. Pride grips him like a passion. As a boy he nails his 
I h*^'**^*k° ^bc mast when he exclaims: ‘1 liatc low, uneduc.atcd people! 

^ worse than die filtlucst vermin. ... They ought to be 
^ pt o the face of the earth! All the grown-up people, who can’t 
English and don’t know how to bciiavc themselves.’ As 
frioid ** ^rows down his challenge to society when he tells a 
p . Aly one supreme desire is to marry a perfectly refined woman, 
a lady ^ correct terms; I am a plebeian, and I aim at marrying 

^^cakc at this time is an industrial chemise with literary ambirions. 

Rationalist, he has written, with sonic success, an anony- 
a ftlT ^ review, in which he ridicules die pretensions of 

P work aiming to reconcile science and religion. Then by 
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chance he meets SidwcU Warricombe, the sister of a wealthy college 
friend. Gissing tends to write of the WarTicombes. who are wealthy 
manufacturers of some culture, as though they were ahnost Renais¬ 
sance princes. This scarcely matters, for if the romanticizing was part 
of Gissing’s illusion it was also part of Peake’s, who is the real centre 
of interest. Attracted towards ic Warricombes by the gradousness 
of life they represent, Peake plunges into a career of dissimulation 
simply in order to maintain relations ^dth them. He declares his in¬ 
tention of being ordained as an Anglican priest and, to ingratiate 
himself with SidwcU and her father, settles in Exeter, where they 
hvc, to study theology; he discusses the conUict between rcHgion and 
sdcncc with Mr Warricombe and c>'nically shores up his battered 
faith. He proposes to SidwcU, but he is exposed; the attack on 
rchgion in die anonymous article is brought home to liim. 

In die passionately felt character of Peake, with his remarkable 
career of intellectual dissimulation — and of his intcUcctual distinction 
we arc never in the least doubt — Gissing approaches the intensity and 
power of die Russian novelists he admired. 

It was for women Gissing reserved his fullest s)'mpathy, his 
range of women characters is considerably greater dian that of his 
men. But he distinguishes very carcfuUy between women. He wntes 
in Bom in Exile: ‘Godwin was one of those upon whose awaking 
intellect is forced a perception of the brain-defect so general in women 
when they arc taught few of life’s graces and none of its serious con¬ 
cerns — their paltry prepossessions, their vulgar sequaciousness, their 
invindbic ignorance, their absorption in a petty self No novelist has 
described more surely than he the miseries of m.^triniony as they 
arise from woman’s jealousy, shrcwislincss, and sluttisliness. Ouc 
remembers Harriet Casti, in The Vnclasscil, in whom all those qualities 
arc combined. But die same novel has in Ida Starr, the young prosti¬ 
tute, one of his most channiiig heroines; with great skiU he reveals in 
her not only real intellectual ability but also die growth of moral and 
spiritual gradousness. Again, his normal attitude to the working 
cbsscs at "times breaks down in the presence of working-class girb, 
as it docs in Thyrza, liis tcndcrcst novel, widi its three contrasted 
heroines of the slums, Thyrza and Lydia T rent and Totty Nancarrow. 

Artistically, his most successful novels arc the two in which women 
dominate, The Odd It o/hoi (1893) and In the Year of the Jubilee 
(1894). They arc his most objertive works, and they arc unmarred by 
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<^0 not possess economic scoLtv H ^ of women who 

''f the three daughters 
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contrasts Rhoda Nunn an irr of any kind. With these 

>’« task in life to prepare who conceives it 
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Zola in the novels of working-class life, Maupassant in The Odd 
Women, and Turgenev in his more tender renderings of women. Yet 
the influence was intermittent; he had often to produce a novel 
whether he wanted to or not, and then he slipped back, as in ^ Life > 
Morning (1885), to good old-fashioned Victorian melodramatic plots. 
His close contemporar)’’ George Moore, however, who was bom four 
years earlier tlian Gissing, in 1853, and died thirty years later, in his 
first and to my view most important phase as a writer took over the 
French novel so whole-heartedly as almost to lead one to say that 
his aim was to write the French Naturalistic novel in English. But at 
the word ‘naturalistic’ one must pause. 

Words applied to litcrar)* and artistic movements revolutionary in 
their day have seldom any precise meaning. They are emotive words, 
slogans, battle-cries to rouse the faithful. Often, as with the word 
‘Impressionist’ as applied to the French painters of the second half 
of the nineteenth centur)', tJicy come into existence quite by chance, 
as jouraahstic coinings tliat are seized upon and given currency as 
convenient labels. NaturaUsm, naturaUstic, arc such words. They have 
certain attributes, but the sum total of tliesc attributes is not enough 
truly to describe the work of the great masters of Naturalism, Mau¬ 
passant and Zola. The very difference bct%vccn these writers, who as 
artists arc poles apart, is enough to show up the inadequacy of the 
word as a label. Yet, when tlic attributes arc borne in mind, it still has 
its value to categorize a certain kuid of fiction, a kind that, often in an 
impure state, more or less dominated die writing of the novel through¬ 
out Europe ;md America from the mid-eighties to about 19 I 4 ' 

The word was first applied to literature by the French novelists of 
the second half of the centur)’ who saw themselves as the disciples and 
successors of Flaubert. It was an attempt to define, on a theoretical 
basis, what before had been called Realism. Flaubert himself refused 
to be called cither Realist or Naturalist; he saw himself as a French 
classicist, and dismissed Naturalism as an ‘ineptitude’. Certainly the 
tlicor)' of Naturalism leaves out a gre.it deal diat is cardinal to Flau¬ 
bert, leaves out perhaps what is most important in him, his insistence 
on style, on die conscious making of a work of beaut)’. The two 
classic st.itcmcnts of N.ituralism arc Maupassant’s preface to his novel 
PiVrre et Jeon .and ZoLi’s book Lc Ronion cxp^ritnatlal, m which he 
defines description as ‘an account of environment whicli determines 
and completes man’. 
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Naturalism, like most critical tlicorics devised to buttress specific 
movements in art, was heavily pscudo-scientifjc and bound to be 
discredited as soon as the scientific tlieories on which it was based 
were discovered no longer to hold. But tliis docs not automatically 
invalidate the fiction written in its name. What the Naturalists were 
after, when the theory is stripped of its scientific verbiage, was the 
illusion of reality, of life as it is lived. Maupassant, less ingenuous th.m 
Zola, said that Realists ought more truly to be called Illusionists. 

Naturalism was the literary equivalent ol Impressionism in paint¬ 
ing: just as the Impressionists painted objects as seen in certain 
conditions of light and atmosphere, so the Natur.ahsts depicted 
human beings in terms of their environment. The relation between 
the two theories was well knowm to die novelists themselves; and it 
is part of Zola’s strcngdi, for instance, that in his novels he often sets 
out to describe a scene as nearly as possible as Manet might have 
painted it. One of the weaknesses of the Naturalistic novel in tngland 
is that the novelists had no native contemporary painters workuig on 
parallel lines they could emulate. If Zola constantly suggests Manet, 
George Moore in liis best novel, Esihcr ll'jicrs, suggests Frith in such 
a painting as ‘Derby Day’. 

The Naturalists, then, placed their main cmpiiasis on environment; 
it was tliis that led them so highly to value research .ind documenta¬ 
tion. For the same reason they turned away Irom psychological 
analysis of characters; indeed, Maupassant denied its possibility. 1 iieir 
view of man may be summed up in the epigraph George Moore chose 
for his second novel,/I Mmimicr’s IFi/e (1885): ‘Change the surroiuui- 
mgs in which man lives, and in two or three generations, you will 
have changed his physical constitution, his habits ot life, and a goodly 
number of his ideas.’ As a novelist Moore owed everything to the 
French, so that in the tradition of the English novel he appears some- 
of a sport. Bennett, later, was to begin liis career as a novelist 
equipped with an impressive knowledge of niiictccntli-ccntury 
French fiction and almost no knowledge at all of English, but after 
his first novels his own shccrly Englisli character kept on breaking 
loto and through the novels he wrote on French models. Hut Moore 
Was not English but Irish, and thougli he was educated in England it 
Was at a Roman Catholic school, and from there he went to Paris, to 
study painting. He became tlic English apostle both of the Impression¬ 
ists and the Naturalists. How well liis apprentictslnp in Paris served 
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liim is slio\vn by the excellence of his best fiction; it is not easy to 
believe that Esther Waters (1894) is from the pen of the man who 
had written Coufessiojis of a Young Alan six years before and was 
later to write Hail and Farcu'ell. Moore in his role of enfant temble, 
dandy, great lover, the Moore w'ho claimed to have owned as a pet in 
Paris ‘a python that made a montlily meal off guinea-pigs’, is ire- 
qucntly a great silly, a toucliingly unconscious comic figure. But this 
side of Moore docs not enter Esther ll 'atcrs or A Afuinmer s Wife at 
all. He is as much outside them as Flaubert was outside Afadante 
Bovary, and he shows, too, remarkable powers of understanding of 
and sympathy with characters who could have found no place in Ixis 
scheme of values as a man rather than as an artist. 

A Aiunimer's Wife is a quite impressive attempt to fuse Afadame 
Dovary with Zola’s L'Assonimoir; it is the study of the degradation of 
an actor’s wife through drink. It opens with a third-rate opera com¬ 
pany’s visit to the Potteries; in otiicr words, in part it anticipates what 
was to be Dennett’s typical scene. Moore’s descriptions of Hanley and 
its potteries have naturally enough notlung of the quality of felt life 
that distinguishes Bennett’s, but comparison docs bring out the 
ihorouglincss with which Moore soaked himself in his material in 
order to produce his ‘slice of life’, to use the phrase the Naturahsts 
themselves introduced to describe the effect they were after in their 
fiction. 

The main interest ofri Alunttner's Wije is admittedly now historical. 
This is tar Irom true of Esther U'aters, a %vork of great poignancy 
.md even of bc.autv, so lovingly - it seems die only word — docs 
Moore subordinate liimself to the t.Tsk of describing his heroine s 
life. It is a complctelv unsensational life. Esdicr Waters, the slum 
girl who. brought up as a Plymouth Brother and ‘at heart a 
thoroughly religious girl’, goes into service, is seduced and deserted 
by the footm.m. has her illegitimate son, slaves as a wet-nurse and 
servant for him. reluses a respectable and rebgious man for his sake, 
in order to marry his fatlicr, now a publican and bookmaker, and 
undergoes at die end a second declension in fortunes when her hus¬ 
band dies from tuberculosis, Esther is rendered with scrupulous 
fiJcliC}'. Tliis, we feel at the end, as Moore intended us to, is the 
common lot of hundreds of thousands. ‘No, I have not changed, 
Fred,’ Esdicr s.ivs to the Salvationist who loves her and finds her 
scrsniig in her Iiusband’s pub in Dean Street, ‘but diings have turned 
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out different One doesn’t do tlic good diat one would like to in the 

or ; one has to do the good tliat comes to one to do. I’ve my 

us in and my boy to look to. Them’s my good. At least tliat’s 
flow I sees things.’ 

^ centre of a large gallery of characters, all treated with 
c SCTupulous fidelity. There arc no villains and no heroes. And 
ihr^ L L consummate master of all the changing backgrounds of 
ok, the great house with its racing stables and the obsession 
bahv^^^ ^ grips all who live in it, the maternity hospital, the 
PiJinTr^Vl^^ wet-nurse’s life, the Derby, the bcttnic man’s 

empathy Of Tr but of 

thaf ^ NaturaUstic mode tliis is the one 

theseere. °™“6bly fulfils Maupassant's requirements. If we seek 

it I^ru° ' ‘btal efiect wc sitall find 

w’rote^ smtements of Moore’s. In A Drama in Muslm he 

thin{»« dungs are of equal worth and the meanest 

•^gs when vresved will, the eye of God are r.aised to beiahts of 

and n, convcndonality would limit to die deaths of kings 

Naturalist claim and it is not ui fact 
Waters’^^ ^ emotion we feel on contemplating Esdier 

^ God m* least the effort to sec sub specie aetentitaiis, to see 

a wholly ^ subject-matter lutherto regarded as ‘low’ to 

pcrsonalii^l^'mL Esther is accorded die rights due to the human 

which is f j thing. The other is die mode of expression, 

sequence I understand it is a rh> tlmucal 

This sums, rhythmical sequence of phrase.’ 

is from the ^ Moore achieved in Esther Waters, ajid it 

beautv nf IT dignity given the subject that 

In hb 1 * 

basis of nr career Moore was to pursue this idea of rhythm as the 
the life i^ would go. In his fictional interpret.ition of 

^b^lardfin Kiritli (1916), and in his Ht'loise aiij 

sdtuents /* ’ 1 wholly on narrative; the usual con- 

thc weavin ’ character, dialogue, milieu, arc subordinated to 

to Malorv’^lU ^ tapestry of prose akin in the effects obtained 

the realm * r ° -drz/M/r. Here it seems to me Moore passed out of 
^^loise altogcdicr; however The lirook Kcrith and 

W Wc hav t juJgt-’d it IS not by reference to novels 

c own diem during the past two centuries. 
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Moore remains almost the only English Naturalist in the French 
sense. For die Naturalist theory stressed an attitide towards character 
endemic to French novelists but rare in English. It was Flaubert who 
said: 'Art is not made to paint die exceptions’, and he added that the 
characters most suited to ficrion w'cre the ‘more general’ because 
they were the more typical. This is not the English view, which is 
implied in the very ambiguity of the word ‘character’ in our language. 
It may moan, simply, an imaginary person invented by a novelist; but 
it may also mean a person distinguished by odd behaviour, an eccen¬ 
tric. Wc call a man of strongly marked idios^Ticrasy a ‘character’; and 
English novelists have always tended to sec their imaginan' persons as 
eccentric persons; the two meanings constantly overlap. The French, 
however, rarely see tlicir characters as ‘characters’. The difference 
betw’ccn die two attitudes might be put like this: the English novelists 
tend to work from die higlily individual, the highly idios)TicraDc, to 
the general t\‘pc; the French tend to work from the general type to 
the individual. A French novelist, inventing a miser or a hypocrite, 
is interested in the qualir\' of miserliness or hypocrisy. An English 
novelist is much more likely to stress the comic aspects of miserliness 
or hypocrisy, so mucii so, indeed, that bodi he and lus readers may 
be in danger of forgetting the vice in their appreciation of die idiosyn¬ 
crasies diat arc its result. For the English, there is always a tendency 
for character to bo an end in itself, valuable in its owm right; the 
French arc interested in a character as the instance of a general law 
or because a general law may be deduced from it. Perhaps this is to 
say that whereas the Frcncli on the wliolc write as moralists die 
English write as humorists. 

The thcors' of Naturalism, widi its prcoccup.idon with the un¬ 
exceptional, die representative, reinforced the French in diat inherited 
disposition. IJut it cut right across the grain of die English; so that, 
between the mid-eighties and 1914, while dicrc is plent)' of realism in 
English fiction there is little true Natur.\lisni. 

A case in point is die work of Arthur Morrison (1863-1945). 
Morrison is an excellent minor novelist, and the end he proposed for 
himself, in novels like A Child of the /.Jijo (i8y6) and The Hole in the 
IVall (1902), was strictly realistic: to expose the East End, and the 
condition of die people lisnng there, as they really were. In this he 
was emiiiciuly successful: his account of life in W'^apping, w’hcrc the 
police went about in threes, in The Hole in the li'all, is as grim and 
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telcntless as Zola. But when wc look at the characters in the novel 
we see they are like nothing in Naturalism. Captain Kemp, Mr Cripps, 
Mn Grimes, are either natural Dickens characters or characters eon- 
wived by a novelist who is so steeped in Dickens tliat automatically 
he turns his creations into Dickens characters: they look like Dickens 
characters, they speak like them. And though The Hole in the Wall is 
genuinely a work of realism, the whole portrayal of charaacr in it 
su^ttb that Morrison’s affinities were much less close to Moore than 

’ j who also wrote about life in the stories 

ot London River and was a comic writer perfea wthin liis narrow 
^ts stemming, certainly not out of Naturalism, but out of Dickens 
indeed, m England reaUsm came to be associated with a positve 

^^“^entality. This is especially true of the 
™ers ofwhat IS somctmics caUed 'the Coclaicy scliool’: Morrison 

Edwin Pugh, and later 
■" " "ovel asN«,„r„e (.9,7). The early WeUs. 

Im ^ associations with the school. Those who belonged to it 

Tit^ ^ London scene, and they succeeded; but their objec¬ 
tivity towards the backgrounds described did not extend tothe 
characters inhabiting them. They are rendered wi^ t^rrunr^urou 
aff^on that comes from delight in idiosyncrasy. 

Moore s true successor in Naturalism, apart from Bennett in one or 

^ Steps towards the end of his nr(v 

Butler was bom taT8",Zh“’ f"‘'“^ M'uy e/eW Hes/i. 

a year after his death, though‘ttZelZ"”' ■9°3. 

and rewritten in the carlv rioKr' 'rt ur ^ ^ seventies 

u-»-i-i, ..a r; 
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kind emerged; or rather, a novel with a new subject and a new hero. 
The subject is self-determination, the hero the young man in revolt 
against his family background and the values it represents. One can’t 
say such novels would not have been written except for Butlers 
example: they include Bennett’s Clayhanger, Lawrence’s Sons and 
Lovers, Maugliam’s Of Human Bondage, even Joyce’s A Portrait of 
the Artist as a Young Man, and certainly these authors had little 
affinity with Butler temperamentally or as artists. But his novel, as far 
as subject goes, stands as a prototype. 

Now that we have passed through the period of reaction against 
the Victorians and can sec them with eyes no longer astigmatic 
from emotion. The IVay of All Flesh appears a less satisfactory novel 
than it did. It is in essentials autobiographical, though Buder liimself 
never went to prison like his hero Ernest Pontifex and Ernest did not 
migrate to New Zealand like his creator, and its weakness as a novel 
is that it forces one back to Butler. It is the special ease masquerading 
as the representative, and to understand the mechanism of the case 
one must go to die author’s life. In The IVay of All Flesh Buder comes 
forward both as prosecuting counsel and as judge; liis conduct of the 
case is brilliant; die defendants haven’t a chance; and willy-nilly the 
reader finds the role of defending counsel thrust upon him, which 
means in effect he becomes the judge of the judge as well. 

The defendants arc Butler’s parents, represented as the Rev. 
Theobald Pontifex and his vinfe Christina. There are two Butlers, or 


two representatives of liim, in the novel: Ernest, the Htde victim of 
his father’s tvrannv and his mother’s emotional blackmail, and his 
godfather Overton, die narrator, who is the adult Butler explaining, 
analysing, commencing on liis own childhood. The presence of Over- 
ton was probably essential to Butler’s purpose, for he was •wTiting a 
novel with a diesis; one way and another, all Butler’s conclusions 
.about life and right lilting come into die book; it cannot therefore be 
judged as we judge a novel ofjanies or Moore. But it means that we 
have to take into account the nature of the diesis and Buder s 
conclusions. 

Overton is certainlv used clumsily. It is not that he comes between 
us and the brilli.intly cold comedy ol Butler’s exposure of Theobald 
and Chri.stin.i, but his running commentary upon them compels us in 
the end to feel a sympadiy for them quite opposite to Butler’s in¬ 
tentions. We arc meant to be morally horrified bv the Pontifaccs' 

• ♦ 
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unconsdous hypocrisy and pious cruelty; and so we arc, when in¬ 
stances of these are allowed to speak for themselves, when they are 
presented dramatically, as in such scenes as Theobald’s beating of 
the three-year-old Ernest after Sunday evening prayers because he 
caiutot pronounce tlic word ‘come’ or Christina’s famous letter to her 
children written to be opened after her death. In such scenes Theobald 
and Christina are exposed as something like moral monsters of self- 
righteousness, vanity, and rationalization. But the running com¬ 
mentary, the essays, one is tempted to call them, in which they are 
embedded, arc altogether too much, wonderfully witty diough they 
When Overton tells us of Christina, after her engagement to 

Theobald: 


• • • Christina pictured herself and Theobald as braving the scorn of 
ost every human being in the achievement of some miglity t-isk 
U‘ redound to the honour of her Redeemer. She could face 

anything for this. But always towards tlic end of lier vision tlicre came 
^ ^ ® scene high up in the golden regions of the Heavens, 

^ a diadem was set upon her head by the Son of Man 1 liinsclf, amid 
a ost of angels and arcliangcls who looked on with envy and admira- 
tion - and here even Theobald himself was out of it. If there could be 
sue a thing as the Mammon of Righteousness Christina would h.ive 
awuredly made friends with him - 

when We arc confronted with a whole sequence of p.ass.igcs like this, 
we realize that the scales have been tipped ag.iinst the Pontifexes 
^^gu^ing and that Butler is going to sec they remain tipped, 
cobald and Christina arc not to have the cresht for any disinterested 
action and scarcely for tlieir good intentions. They are to be allowesl 
1? 1^ *^odiing right. Once this is realized, it is dilTiculc to avoid seeing 
ut cr s hatred and contempt for them as other than disproportionate 

1 charity - in a writer whose articles of belief 

c u cd I Corintliians 13 — is suffocating, and one thinks with the 
greater appreciation of Bennett’s treatment of old Darius Cla\ hanger 
^ oyhaugcr. Darius had been a tyrant to Hdwin (as indeed it seems 
^nett s own fadicr was to Bennett), but at the end Hdwin^s gener- 
Oi‘ty of mind is such that he can see the old man as pitiable, moving 
^ 1C spectacle of an empire in ruins is moving. 

hen there is the diesis — one might s.ay the purpose - of Butler in 
^ Flesh. An expert in demolition, he w.ns wholly suc- 

ul in demolishing the repressive, low-ehurcli, middle-class Vic- 
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torian family and its values. But what did he put in their place? 
As far as The Way of All Flesh goes, very little. Without his parents, 
Ernest is a thin and dim character; it is impossible to care for him or 
for what happens to liim; and the freedom he achieves is a pretty 
dingy affair: parenthood without responsibility, a comfortable private 
income, a philosophy of life that boils down to a smug hedonism, and 
tlic conscious superiority which goes with a reputation for being an 
advanced thinker. There arc splendid comic passages in the second 
half of the novel, in particular Ernest’s mistake in confusing a 
respectable working girl with a prostitute and the trial scene that 
follows; but the real life of tlie novel lies in Cliristina and Theobald 
as the objects of Butler’s hatred. 

The therapeutic value of The Way of All Flesh for the generation 
that read it at its first appearance is obvious. For tlicm it must have 
been as exhilarating as the early days of Shaw; in it they saw con¬ 
ventional notions of traditional institutions and right behaviour go 
down like ninepins before Butler’s satire. Every age has its own 
brand of romanticism, its special line in cant, which the next genera¬ 
tion must debunk; and Butler was a great debunkcr, and for those in 
revolt against the Victorian father-figure a liberator. The sequence of 
autobiographical novels of the Edwardian period is an indication 
of tliis. 

6 

In many wa^’s the true heir of Henry James was Joseph Conrad 
(1857—1925). By birth a Polish aristocrat, he left Cracow at seventeen 
to become a sailor in the French merchant service. He came to Eng¬ 
land in 1878 and tlicrcaftcr sailed in British ships mainly in the Far 
East. In 1886, he became a naturalized British subject and obtained his 
Master Mariner’s Certificate. He did not, however, obtain a command 
until two years later. He remained at sea until 1894. His first novel, 
Ahnaycr s Folly, was published a year later. 

Conrad had known French from cliildhood and w’as widely read in 
its literature, but he did not begin to learn English until he was 
twenty-tlircc. That he should have learnt it to such purpose as to 
become a master of our prose comparable in felicity of language and 
sweep of eloquence with De Quincey and Ruskin is one of the most 
rcm.-ifkable feats recorded in literary liistory'. Yet the feat itself, to¬ 
gether with liis romantic cxtra-Ulerary career as a sailor in exode 
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waters, may easily blind us to the essential nature of Conrad's genius 

as a novelist. He is not great simplv because l^e pulled offa remarkable 

feat; and though he is a novelist of the sea and of exotic places, he is 

niuch more. His life at sea provided him with a score of experiences 

that he drew upon for the material of liis fiction, but the true value 

of the sea and of the exotic place was that tliey offered liim what 

might almost be called the laboratory' conditions in whicli he could 

make his investigations into tlie nature of man and the springs of 
action. 

Like a later novelist, Andre Malraux, who has much in common 
with him in the obviously romantic quality of his career and the 
exoticism of his scene, Conrad is the novelist of extreme situations. 
In the greater part of his work his theme is man against himself, the 
cni^onment, whether sea or exotic place, having a double function, 
to isolate the character from society and the larger world of men, so 
t at he can be put in cxlrcmis, and to act as die agent of his self¬ 
confrontation. Nature itself can then become a symbol of evil; or 
mthcr, nature and die human being appear to exist almost as mani- 
icstations of each other. 

In his earlier and greater work Conrad is much preoccupied with 
evil. Tlic nature of the evil is never defined. At its simplest, it is seen 
as something inherent in the physical universe itself and malevolent 
towards man, as in diis passage from Lord Jim’. 


. ^ ^ once in all that time he had again a glimpse of the eanicstness 
c anger of the sea. Tint truth is not so often in-idc apparent as 
and^ ^ niight think. There arc many shades in the danger of adventures 
8 al«, and it is only now .md then that there appears on the face of 
a sinister violence of intention - that indefinable something which 
tecs it upon the mind and the heart of a man, that this complication 
flents or these elemental furies arc coming at liim with a purpose 
o malice, with a strength beyond control, widi an unbridled cruelty 
lat means to tear out of him his hope and his fe.ar, the pain of his 
^ longing for rest: wliich means to smash, to destroy, to 
annihilate all he has seen, known, loved, enjoyed, or hated; all that is 
Pticc ess and necessary - the sunshine, die memories, the future - which 
sweep the whole precious world utterly away from his sight 
the simple and appalling act of taking his life. 

But evil in Conrad can be somctliing much more sinister, mucli more 
than this, which could be taken as an extreme instance of 
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what Riiskjn called ‘the pathetic fall.ic)'’, the reading of human at¬ 
tributes into nature. The natxire of this complex ‘indefinable’ evil can 
best be expressed by stating what is opposed to it. In a famous sentence 
in his preface to A Pcrsotml Record Conrad wrote: ‘Those who read 
me know my conviction that the world, die temporal world, rests on 
a few vcT)' simple ideas: so simple that dicy must be as old as the 
hills. It rests, notably, among others, on the idea of Fidelity.’ Douglas 
Hewitt has shossTi in liis Conrad: a Reassessment that as a clue to 
Conrad these words arc not to be taken precisely at their face value. 
Fidchty is the barrier man erects against nothingness, against cor¬ 
ruption, ag.ainst evil which is all about him, insidious, waiting to 
engulf him, and which is, in some sense, \s-ithin him unacknowledged. 
But wliat happens to a man when the barrier breaks down, when the 
evil ssathout is acknowledged by the evil widiin, and fidelity is sub¬ 
merged? This, rather than fidelity itself, is Conrad’s dieme at his 
greatest. And from the ever-prcsait danger of having liis fidchty, 
wliich in a way is his sense of his own moral value, his self-respect, 
submerged one kind of man only, Conrad implies, is exempt, the 
completely unimaginative: die truly strong man is Captain Mac- 
Whirr, ot the steamer Kati-Shan, in rypliooit, who, according to Mr 
Jukes, got out of liis disaster ‘verN- well tor such a stupid man . 

Conrad’s furthest exploration ot evil is his sliort stoty. Heart cj 
Darkness (1902), which describes a voyage up die Congo into the 
lieart of Africa closelv resembling a journey Conrad had made. The 
heart ol d.irkncss of the title is .it once die lieart of Africa, die heart 
of evil — ei’entliinq that is niliilistic, corrupt, and malign - and perhaps 
the heart ot man. The storv is told by Conrad s famous narrator 
Marlow and. within its positively dense atmosphere of death, decay, 
and tile cruelties of impcri.ili'itic cxploit.ition. it relates the effect on 
M.irlow of the blackness of Africa, its otherness - cvcrydiing diat lies 
Levond the concept of fidelity - aiul of the presence, territying even 
when unseen, of Mr Kurtz, the figure of evil wlio is worshipped by 
the natives .is a god. It is nearly a stoty of di.ibolieal possession, for 
Marlow is compelled to face the fact that in some mysterious way 
there is a bond between himself .ind Kurtz. Kurtz, who by com¬ 
parison witli tlie ordinary commerci.il exploiters of Africa, even has 
an evil gr.uideur, is tlie man M.irlow might become. ‘It is str.ingc’, 
Nl.irlow sjvs, ‘how I accepted diis unforeseen panncrsliip, tliis choice 
of nightmares forced upon me in the tenebrous land invaded by diesc 
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mean and greedy phantoms.’ He is freed by Kurtz’s death; but when 
he to Europe he finds it shrouded in die darkness svmbolizcd 
y Afaca and the mean and greedy phantoms battening on it. 

cannnr^ ^ fiction as in James’s, form, content, and language 
Z inter-penetration between 111 
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Blackwood’s. Beyond that, the question docs not admit of a single 
ans^^'e^. Marlow, a sca-captain and a man of vast experience of the 
exotic, is admittedly a persona for Conrad himself; but there arc 
times, as in Heart of Darkness and Lord Jim, when he is more than a 
persona', a character in his oxsti right involved in tire action and 
changed by it. Later, in Chance, he is scarcely involved and certainly 
not changed. Then he is a device and nothing more. Seen as a device 
simply, he is most satisfactory in relatively short pieces like Heart Oj 
Darkness. In the novcb the convention becomes a strain on credibility, 
and Conrad does not lielp by reminding us, in his preface to Lord Jim, 
that members have been knos\Ti to talk for six hours at a stretch in the 
House of Commons. But for Conrad liimsclfthe value ofsuchafigxire 
as Marlow was inamense; it was that of a self-dramatizaDon that 
allowed liim to comment and point a moral as he could not do in his 
own person as novelist. Conrad, like James, is the historian of fine 
consciences, and Marlow is the connoisseur of the fine conscience, the 
evaluator as well as tlie recorder. 

His job, to use Ford’s phrase, is to exhaust all the aspects of the 
aJ?'.ur. He docs this in Lord Jim (1900). Here, tlie fine conscience is 
Jim’s, tJic idealistic young first mate of the Patna, a steamer ‘eaten up 
with rust worse than a condemned water-tank’ and packed with 
pilgrims on the way to Mecca. We sec him on the bridge: 

At such times his thougliis would be full of valorous deeds; he 
loved these dreams and the success of his imaginary achievements. 
They were the best parts of hfc, its secret truth, its Itidden reality. They 
had a gorgeous virility, the charm of vagueness, they passed before 
him with a heroic tread; they carried his soul away with them and made 
it drunk with the dirine philtre of an xmbounded confidence in itsclf- 
There was nothing he could not face. He was so pleased whth the idea 
that he smiled, keeping perfunctorily his eyes ahead; and w’hen he 
happened to glance back he saw the white screak of the wake drawn 
as straight by the ship’s keel upon the sea as the black line drawm by the 
pencil upon the chart. 

‘There was notliing he could not face.’ Yet, when he thinks the 
steamer is sinking witli its human cargo for wluch no boats exist, he 
panics and Jumps into tlic sea. Witli the other officers in the one boat, 
he imagines ho secs the ship’s lights disappear. In fact, the sliip and its 
cargo .are rescued by a French warship, and Jim takes it upon himsclfi 
as a moral duty, to undergo official examinarion. Marlow is present 
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in the court and describes it at length. This is the first part of the 
novel, and the finest. 

*7116 bitterness of his punishment’, Marlow comments, 'was in 
its chill and mean atmosphere. The real significance of crime is in its 
being a breach of faith with the community of mankind, and from 
that point of view he was no mean traitor, but his execution was a 
hole^d-comcr affair.’ His execution, in effect, consists in his drifting 
and further East, seeking a personal redemption, rehabilitation 
of himself in his own eyes; but he is dogged always by the shadow of 
« guilt. He is an outcast. Then the opportunity for redemption in his 
own eye arrives. He becomes the nJcr of a remote district in Malaya. 
He achieved ‘the conquest of love, honour, men’s confidence’. 

thm he is suddenly undone. His territory is penetrated, as a last 
refuge, by a renegade Englishman, Gentleman Brown, and Iiis gang. 
Brown IS Ac figure of evil in Ae novel, characterized by ‘the arrogant 
temper of his misdeeds and a vehement scorn for mankind at large 
and for his vidms m particular ... he seemed moved by some com¬ 
plex intention , Against him, Tuan Jim has no chance at all. Brown is 
in a sense the tempter: 


1 ^ I J, u f ” hi* lift remomber 

boll 7 ‘‘“"'"'‘hy hard upon a man trying to get out of a deadly 

hole by the first means that came to hand - and so on and so on. And 

commo“ “‘htle reference to their 

ommon blood, an assumption of common experience; a sickening 

otTr.:: °LTdTf" b^'h^rr ^ 
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destruction but tlic agents, and to this extent counterparts of die 

destructive elements widiin him. 

Useful as Marlow was to Conrad, in his novels he did his finest 
work when he dispensed with him and relied for die expression of his 
point of view on otlier means. For Marlow has one fatal defect.' he 
talks too much and sometimes in die wrong w.ay. Like his creator, he 
is a lord of language, but there arc times when he becomes intoxicated 
by the exuberance ot liis own gorgeous verbosit)’. Conrad s prose is 
always hcightctiod, lieiglitcned to a degree much above what is normal 
in English. It is essentially eloquent, a prose of peroration, to the total 
effect of wliich everything is subdued: choice of words, rhythms, 
baliince of clauses, leiigdi of sentences, culniinauon of paragraph. 
The total ciFect aimed at, as in James’s very’ different, much more inti¬ 
mate prose, is to heighten character. Here Conrad is certainly success¬ 
ful. But there arc occasions, especially when Marlow is speaking for 
Conrad, when the prose is overdone and becomes hollow. It seems 
tlicn to c.xist not to express meaning but to conceal it; and what is 
worse, sometimes to conceal absence of nieamng. It becomes a 
splendid smoke-screen, a dazzling tapestry of magnificently sonorous 
l.uiguage. Certain words are always danger-signals to the attentive 
reader of Conrad: when he comes across ‘exotic’, ‘enigmatic, in¬ 
scrutable’, he had better look out: a confidence trick is about to be 


played upon him. 

The confidence trick occurs when, the tragic vision having failed or 
become momentarily blurred, the grand style tails into rhetoric. It is 
from about 1910 onwards that Conrad gives way to rhetoric, the 
tragic vision having departed. ‘There seems to have been witliin him , 
Douglas Hewitt lias said, ‘a continual war betw een die recognition ot 
the “heart of darkness” and the desire to rest securely on unquestioned 
values.’ Tlie latter won. It may be seen happening in Luder IVcslcm 
Eyes (1911), though tlicrc Conrad was perh.ips betrayed partly by his 
hatred of Russia and all tilings Russian. But the contidence trick may 
be seen .It its most thorough-going in (1914). Marlow is again 

the narr.itor, but it is a Jifflrcnt Marlow; no longer the indctatigably 
inquisitive scrutineer ol the human heart, but a character much 
more rigid in attitude and sympathy, who dresses up platitudes in 
superb clothing and is in die end curious to little purpose. In C/w»tV 
tccimique has become an end in itsell, and what you have is no longer 
a view c*t liuman beinijs as essentially flawed, with d.irkness at the 
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heart of thmgs, but melodrama peopled \vith characters morally all 

white or all black. And from then on, Conrad’s work was melodrama. 

written by a man of genius but still melodrama, with the hollowmess 

of rhetoric prevailing. It was to tliis declension in his art that Sir 

Desmond MacCartliy’s friend was referring when he said of The 

Rover (1924), I have just finished listening to a performance on the 
Conrad.’ ^ 

Even so, Conrad’s best work represents a body of achievement 
unequalled in English fiction this ccntur>- by any writer except James. 
And reading him to-day, one realizes, as one did not twcnc\-five 
years^ ago, when he was often regarded as a sort of bridge between 
boj^ adventure stories and adult literature, how essentiallv modem he 
IS. Wells and Bennett already date as a novelist such as TroUope does- 
they pWy belong to an age that is past and write out of assumptions 
about the uaturc of society aod men no longer current or rcadUy 
accxptuble except by the deliberate exercUe of the hUtorieal in.agina- 
«on aU fietton of Ac past apart from Ac greatest, compels m to 

Aar!« I 'u dilemmas facing lus 

one has said, almost to have come into existence in 1940 

His best work, it seems to me, consists of the short stories ‘YouA- 
Hear, of Darkness’, ’Typhoon’, ’Falk’, and ’The Secret SWr’’ 
^id Ac novels The Nigger of the ‘Noreisstis’ (1897), LorJ Jim 
Noslromo (,904), and The Secret Agcol (1907). Of Ac novels 

is undoubtedly the finest; a g^ood c^^^'ould be made I'uft; 
considering it the greatest novel in English of this centurv It renr,^ 
scuts a remarkable extension of Conrad’s genius. Before ?nd after it 
m concern was widi man in isolation: Lord Iim or AxH H ’ 
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In it, with the utmost plausibility, he invents a whole country, the 
South American republic of Costaguana, with its especial geography, 
history, and economy, its political struggles and its revolutions. 
But tliis is merely the beginning. Costaguana is almost as cut off from 
the rest of the world, by the ocean and by mountain ranges, as any 
ship; it provides Conrad, in other words, just as much as did the 
isolation of Heart of Darkness and Lord Jitn, with the laboratory 
conditions in which he can make his investigation into the nature 
of man, but this time it is man in relation to society and politics. 
There rise up in Costaguana, or enter it from outside, all the forces 
that shape tlic modem world, nationalism, Ubcralism, journalism, 
finance capitalism, colonial exploitation; and all these, in one way or 
another, are tlicre and as they are because of the existence of the silver 
mine at San Tomd. Silver is Costaguana's raison d etre in the modem 
world, and silver dominates the novel. As Conrad himself informed a 
correspondent, ‘silver is the pivot of the moral and material events, 
affecting the Uves of cver\'body in the tale.’ It is, as much as the 
houseful of beautiful furniture in James’s The Spoils of Poynton, the 
Commanding Centre of A’estre»jo; it gives the novel its unity. And 
besides beine the lever bv wliich Conrad can set in motion in his 
microcosm all the forces shaping the modem world, it exists as the 
great betrayer, tlic undoer and tlie perverter of men and their ideals. 
Marlow, in Lord Jim, notes of sea-captains forced to abandon their 
sliips: ‘There was a villainv of circumstance tliat cut these men off 
more completely Irom the rest of mankind, whose ideal of conduct 
had never undergone the trial of a fiendish and appalling joke. The 
ver)’ existence of die silver ot San Tome provides tlie trial, in this 
novel, ot a ficndiNh and appalling joke. 

There is Charles Gould, the owner of the mine. He Uves for it 
from the least ignoble of motives, one of which is family pictyl 
another he puts to liis wife in tliesc words: 

‘VHiat is wanted here is law, good faith, order, security. Any one 
can declaim about these things, but I pin my faith to material interests. 
Only let the niaterial interests once get a firm footing, and they are 
bound to impose the conditions on wdiich alone they can continue to 
exist. That‘s how your money-making is justified here in the face of 
bsvlessnoss and disorder. It is justified because the security which it 
demands must be sh.arcd with an oppressed people. A better justice will 
come atterwards. That’s your ray ot hope.’ 
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Gould is caught in the liberal capitalist dream. But events cast tlicir 
shadow before in Conrad’s statement: 

Charles Gould was competent because he had no iUusions. The 
Gould Concession had to fight for life with sucli weapons as could he 
iound at once in the mire of corruption that was so universal as to 
^most lose its significance. He was prepared to stoop for his weapons. 
For a moment he felt as if the sUver mine wliich had killed his father. 

SO'. anJ N'ith the round- 

ho^d^ u 'I'e worthiness of liis Ufe was 

bound up with success. There was no going back. 

Bw as Dr Monygham, who may be taken as one of Conrad’s spokes¬ 
men, warns Mrs Gould: ^ 

«pX.,?T„S L ■'r ■' - folded on 

continuit^lnd th^ r ‘ “ rectitude, without die 

Mrs GoS^d the ^ P*‘^^ciple. 

stands for shaU we T ' " Concession 

end U 

ral'rtl'rcSts 

^ ":id 

About Nostronio, Dccoud ‘incorrioiKl ' ^ of dut)-. 

not cynicallv, but with cciJcral r' r ^ ^ 1"' scepticism, rcflcacd. 

incorxnptibi; by Ids enormous ^f^that fmen f"’”" T 

vanity consists in his hunger and thh^r ^°*^'‘”nio’s enormous 

whom he identifies himself. Similarly Dr 

udofcluT^r^^^^^^^ 

voWrn, Hrm deep b. rbe n.don. 
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success and honour could have done. They did away with his 
Europeanism; for Dr Monygham had made himself an ideal concep¬ 
tion of his disgrace.* 

It is tlirough their ideal conceptions of tliemseivcs tliat Conrad 
interprets his characters. We sec them, therefore, from an acute angle 
of vision; tliey live intensely, but within relatively narrow limits. 
In the context of the novel, however, tlicsc limits do not diminish the 
impression dicy make of reality. Indeed, Conrad so sets tliem in the 
scene, so poses tliem, as to persuade us not only of their ordinar)' 
realir\' as lifelike characters but ot their svmbolic rcalic\’. 

An obvious instance is the method of portraying Nostromo. 
Just before Decoud, in the p.nssagc quoted above, has noted that 
Nostromo has been made incorruptible by his enormous vanity, the 
Man of the People has assured him chat ‘silver is an incorruptible 
metal that c.m be trusted to keep its value for ever.’ Conrad’s irony is 
plain but at the moment it is more important to realize that through¬ 
out die novel Nostromo is associated wnth silver, and when he makes 
Ills appearance in any scene in the novel die svord silver is almost 
certain to occur. The result - .and it is true of the odicr characters too 
- may be a simplification, but it is also an intcnsificarion; and it sets 
up a comple.x system of cross-references and ironies dut weaves the 
book into a single texture. 

Conrad s subject in .Vo^treHio was too vast in implications, in scene, 
and in range and number of char.icters to allow him to use a narrator 
like Marlow. One cHect ot this is tliat the rhetoric, the retreat into 
grandiloquent vagueness is almost absent, so that the novel has a 
strength and sinew unm.itehcd in his other work. Another is that the 


absence ol the narrator forced him to dramatize his point of view. So 

the action is reflected and interpreted in the consciousnesses of certain 

ot the characters wlio. diough never passive and all fiirdicring the 

action, liinction incidenully as a chorus to die whole. These ch'arac- 

ters include Mrs Gould, Dr Monygli.im, Decoud, and also die naive, 

stupid Captain Mitchell, ‘Fussy Joe’, whose heavily pompous, God- 

gi\en store ot cliLiic .ind pl.ititude on the tlicmo ot progress in Cos- 

taguan.i represents Conrad s most ironical comment on die action of 
the novel. 


X.>.sfr,irMe is the most highly organized novel in English apart 
troin perh.ips tlic kite James and Joyce’s LVy.ws. The remarkable 
ettcets ot depth and recession obtained arc a result of its organization. 
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an adequate analysis of which would be impossible in the space of 
anytliing less than an extended essay. 


7 

During their lifetimes Id. G. ^X^ells and Arnold-Bennett achieved a 
public fame of a kind diat has been no other English novelist’s before 
or since. They would not have had it had they not been novelists in 
the first place, and yet the nature of the fame had Uttle to do with 
their novels as such. It was essentially that of tlic joumahst, tlic 
popular pundit prepared to pronounce on any subjea under the sun 
with complete self-assurance. With Shaw, whose popular reputation 
was also a product of journalism, they divided between them the 
empire of the press, the most highly paid writers in the Anglo-Saxon 
world. 

All that has notlung to do with their merits as novelists. Botli 
were men of vast output in fiction: to say notlung of their short 
stories, Wells wrote nearly fifty novels. Bennett thirty'. Of tliese. 
perhaps ten of Wells’s arc still valuable in their own right, if tlic best 
of the scientific romances arc included, and more certainly, five of 
Bennett’s. 

Wells was born in 1866. Bennett a yc-u later. Botlx were from the 
lower middle class, but from very diHcrcnt sections of it. Welb was 
from the feudal south, in revolt ag.iinst a traditional class system; 
Bennett fiom tlic industrial north, where the dominant class was the 
middle class, into which Bennett’s father had climbed during his 
son’s lifetime. The difference between the environments of tlicir 
childhoods may be st.atcd, admittedly in an exaggerated form, as 
follows: Wells came of the servant cla^s, Bennett of die class that kept 
servants. The difference was to be rcHected in their work. Their 
attitudes to die novel were also unlike. Wells was impatient of art. 
He had no greater admirer dian James, but he reacted petulantly and 
brutally against James’s attempts to convert him to tlie aesthetic 
view of fiction. For liim, the novel w.xs essentially a medium of ideas. 
’I would rather’, he wrote in his n.\j>criiiu'iit in Antol>io\’rijpliy, be 
regarded as a journaUst.’ Bennett’s approach was notlung if not 
acsdictic; in the early parts of Ids Journali he is conunually restating 
the Naturalist doctrines, as in sucli a passage as this: 
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II Janudrf, 1897. The novelist of contemporary manners needs to be 
samrated wth a sense of the picturesque in modem things. Walking 
down Edith Grove tliis afternoon, I observed the vague, mysterious 
beauty of the vista of houses and bare trees melting imperceptibly into 
a distance of grey fog. And then, in King’s Road, the figures of trades¬ 
men at shop doors, of children romping or stealing inoumfully, of men 
and women each totally different from every other, and all serious, 
wrapt up in their own thoughts and ends - these seemed curiously 
strange and novel and wonderful. Every scene, even the commonest, 
is wonderful, if only one can detach oneself, casting off all memory of 
use and custom, and behold it (as it were) for the first time; in its own 
right, authentic colours; without making comparisons. The novelist 
should cherish and burnish this faculty of seeing crudely, simply, art¬ 
lessly, ignorantly; of seeing Like a baby or a lunatic, who lives each 
moment by itself and tarnishes the present by no remembrance of the 
past. 


Wells, it seems to me, had greater geniits tlian any odier novelist 
of his time in England; Bennett was a man of talent and ambition. 
But in his best work the theories he took over from the French 
enabled liim to tnake die fullest use of liis talent; wliilc Wells, for lack 
ot any serious concern for his art, before he was half-way through his 
career gave up tor m.ankiml what was meant for die novel - I cannot 
help thinking to mankind’s ultimate loss. 

Wells’s work Kills broadly in three phases in rouglilv chronological 
sequence. Before 1900 most of his fiction consisted of scientific 
romances; alter 1900, though he continued on occasion to write 
them, uiu;! about 1910 the main stress is on comedv; and then from 
about 1910 his interest for tlic most p.irt was in the novel of ideas. The 
work of the last phase can be ignored; novels like The AVif Machia- 
velh, JciUi mul Pehr, and Mr ISriiliiii; Sees It Tltrom^h had a topical 
V..iuc in their day, but little literary interest now; wliile no one is 


likely .again (o read 'llic ll'orUeflt illu2m C}issoU{m three volumes), 
the fictitious autobiography of a character closely resembling Wells 
himself, when he can read the Expiriment in AutebuH^raphy, which is 
not fiction. 

The scientific rom.anccs arc still unsurpassed of their kind. They arc 
ituellecuial h-H.v Tesprit; The First Men in the Meon (1901) may be 
t.xken as tvpical. Wells works cut, in ;ill its implications, what would 
happen, on eurtent knowledge, if men reached the moon. It is fantasy 
based on logic. The first dilficulty, how to get to die moon, is brU- 
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liantly jumped over. He invents - or Iiis scientist Cavor invents - 
‘Cavorite’, a substance ‘opaque to all forms of radiant energy’ and 
ttcrefore to gravity. There is no attempt at explaining it: Wells’s 
narrator^ Bedford, is not a scientist. Cavor’s calculations might have 
been understood by Kelvin or Professor Lodge or Professor Karl 
Pearson, but reduced him to a hopeless muddle: 

Suffice it for this story that he believed he might be able to manu¬ 
facture this possible substance opaque to gravitation out of a compli¬ 
cated alloy of metals and somctliing new - a new clentent. 1 fancy - 
called, I believe, heliunt, which was sent to him from London in sealed 
stone jars. Doubt has been thrown upon this detail, but I am alino t 
certain it was helium lie had sent liim in sealed stone jars. It was ccrc.iuily 
something very gaseous and thin. ... 

The characterization is as sketchy as it could be: Cavor, with liis 
cricket cap - a headgear, if popular literature is any guide, con¬ 
sidered tremendously funny in late Victorian and Edwardian England 
- is the scientist of the comic papers; Bedford is a vulg.ir i niripri ncur, 
a very crude satire on die business man in an age of conscious im¬ 
perialism. But what matters is die sheer fertility of Wells’s imagin.i- 
tion, which in these books is moved much more by the contemplation 
of science and its possibilities dian by human beings. The descripdons 
ofthesurficc of die moon, widi its extreme cold by niglit, its e.xtrcmc 
heat by day, and its prohferation of plant hfc that rises and dies 
within a single day, arc still wonderful to read. And even more 
impressive is die creation of the Scicnites, the curious, ant-like beings 
which inhabit die moon. This picture of a community based on 
extreme speciality of function is the rendering of a horrible Utopia, a 
nightmare Plato’s Republic, the force of which is probably stronger 
for us who have witnessed totalitarian states and t\ramiics diaii it 
could have been for its first readers. 

It is easy to see what The First Men in the Afoou ought to be. 
While reading, we arc constantly reminded of Swift, not only of 
Laputa but, at die end, of Brobdingnag. And the reminiscences arc 
fatal. Wliat one feels should be profound satire rcm.uns merely an 
exciting story. But all die same die brilliance of imagination and die 
sheer creative liigh spirits will probably keep The First Aien in the 
Moon and die best of Wells’s other scientific romances read for 
many years to come. 
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Wells’s comic novels Love and Mr Lewisham (1900) Kipps (ipos)* 
The History of Mr Polly (1910) arc on a higher plane of intention. 
A/r Polly seems to me perfect of its kind, Wells’s undoubted master¬ 
piece, delightful, comic, and oddly moving. Because it is all these it is 
Wells’s most effective criticism of society. For its theme is education; 
or rather the inadequacies of popular education, which arc summed 
up in the endearing figure of Mr Polly, who, in Iiis delight in the re¬ 
sources of language and the exuberance of liis imagination, might be 
an uneducated Wells. He is the little man in revolt, but inasmuch as he 
is a little man he is in liimsclf an indictment of the society which has 
made him, since he is plainly a representation of a human being whose 
potentialities have been wasted. Norman Nicholson, in liis book on 
Wells, has perceptively suggested that the only comic character in 
modem fiction to be compared to him is Joyce’s Leopold Bloom. 
The association of tlic two characters certainly indicates the kind of 
tiling Wells was attempting in the creation of Mr Polly. Polly is the 
perpetually soliloquizing fantasist whose environment can provide 
his imagination witli nothing to bite on; and he is seen, as Wells docs 
not always see his lower middle-class characters, with affection. The 
novel is conceived on a much smaller scale than anything in Dickens, 
but Dickens himself created no surer character than Mr Pollv. He is in 

f 

many ways the hero of a fairy stori', but a hero he is, and has his 
moment of recognition as such, when, having failed to kill himself 
and fire his shop for th .• insurance, he rescues his neighbour’s aunt. 

The History of Mr Polly is very much an English novel. It re¬ 
capitulates a main tr.idition in our fiction, that from the eighteenth 
century’ of Fielding and Smollett to Dickens. And it can stand up to 
the comparisons. Indeed, when one thinks of the account of Mr 
Polly’s father’s funeral, of die wonderful character of Uncle Pent- 
stemon, and of such remarks of Polly’s as ‘Second - second Departed 

I’ve ever seen - not counting mummies’, there is onlv Dickens who 

^ / 

can be invoked; just as. in the presence of the great scenes of the fire 
and the I lomcric fight with Unclejim at the Potwcll Inn, wo discover 
anew what Fielding mc.uit bv the comic epic. 

The History of Mr Polly shows Wells following his natur.il genius. 
But already, before writing diat novel, he had gone astray arid em¬ 
barked on the novel as Joum.diMn, as topical comment, in Ann 
I \ren»L j {1909). In the same year he had published Tono-Bun^ay, his 
moit ambitious fiction and the bridge between his comic novels and 
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his novels of idc.is. Had lie realized his ambition in diis work lie would 
have produced a novel, however different, comparable in intention 
and scope to Nosirotiio. But he was too impatient, too impatient of 
art, and Tono-Bunr;aY is a novel of excellent interludes in an embar¬ 
rassing muddle. It begins brilliantly, with its DanJ CoppirfuU-hkc 
account of life in the great house, Biadesovor, from the vantaijc-point 
of a boy in the servants’ hall. The boy is George Fonderevo, the hero 
and tlie narrator. It was probably fatal that Wells decided to tell liis 
story in tlic first person, especially since Ponderevo is as much con¬ 
cerned with ideas as lus creator; it me.ant almost inevitablv that idc.ts 
and digressions would swamp the novel, which is partly a satire 011 
tlie irresponsibility of capitalism, partly a plea for the necessity of a 
planned society. The satire on capitalism, so long as it is embodied in 
the figure of George’s Uncle Ponderevo, is effective; though not 
exactly, perhaps, as Wells intended. For Uncle Ponderevo stcaU tlie 
book - Uncle Ponderevo the pinchbeck Napoleon of commerce, tlie 
little chemist wlio invents the patent medicuie Tono-Bungay, be¬ 
comes a millionaire, and dies a fugitive from the law babbling of 
visionary palaces, an end, as we know from Expcrimciu iti Auto¬ 
biography, Wells got from his observations at the death-bed of George 
Gissing. Moreover, Uncle Ponderevo steals our affections, as Mr 
Polly docs. He is of Polly’s breed, but a Polly given a larger stage 
and allowed to translate liis fantasies into action. The results ate 
criminal, but what one remembers arc the wistfulness and the inno¬ 
cence. He has the pathos of the victim of his own fantasic's. 

George Ponderevo is another matter. He is the conscience of the 
novel, but not an adequate one. Wells was incapable of being aiu- 
thing but sentimentally vulgar on the subject ot scxit.nl love. George, 
like all those of liis heroes who in some sense are of Wells him¬ 

self, has the most naive and adolescent rom.uitic notmns ot los e, 
which arc presented quite uncritically and in noviletush ttrms. TIjc 
sensibility displayed is too crude for the criticism even of the economic 
system to have much wcivlit. 

Wliat Toii(>-Bioy7d)'conspicuously lacks is, of course, a Coinrn.iru!- 
mg Centre, the principle making for unity, h is still reailablc, but it 
reads now as improvisation. There is, for example, the incident of 
George’sjoumey to Mordet Island to bring b.tek the t^u.np, the radio¬ 
active earth which is to restore the Ponderevos’ f.illing fortunes. It is 
brilliantly done, but is plainly .an afterthought. And the book ends 
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with die muddle increased; with the destroyer George has built seen 
as a symbol of truth. It U one of Wells s shoddiest and most careless 
pieces of WTiting. In the penultimate paragraph of the novel Wells 
refers to the ‘turgid degenerate Kiplingese of the journalists. At the 
moment of writing it, he did not have the right to sneer. 

Arnold Bennett was bom at Hanley, one of the six pottery towns 
- Bennett in his fiction made them five, for the sake of euphony - 
that now m-ikc up the city of Stoke-on-Trent. This is one of the 
oldest industrial conurbations of England. For earlier novelists who 
had dealt with the industrial scene, die subject came as a moral chal¬ 
lenge. Disraeli, Mrs Ga.skcll, Dickens, were southerners for whom the 
industrial north was essentially alien; the revolution that had made 
it was new and frightening, an affront and a dircat, and its to\\’ns were 
at once centres of a new kind of power and a new kind of man and the 
breeding places of a new kind of miscr)\ For Bennett, the Potteries 
were neither new nor frightening; dicy were die perfectly familiar 
home. Bennett’s scene, as he realized himself, was fresh material for 
English fiction. It was in every way ugly, and yet however un¬ 
promising die surroundings there is a certain r\’pc of mind which 
craves for beauty, must find it, and where it is lacking, must create it 
for itself. Bennett’s was such a mind. The English noveUsts who 
were his predecessors could give him singularly Uttlo help here. He 
was able to do what he did in the first place because of what he learned 
from the French, that beauty might lie not in die matter presented 
but in the manner in which it was presented. It was a discovery that 
made the Five Towns novels possible, and also it gave Bennett the 
strength and assuredness diat comes from a writer’s knowledge that he 
is working with the sanction ot an established tradition behind him. 

Bennett at his best, in Atwa of the Five Towns (1902), The OiJ 
Wives* Tale (190S), and the three Clayhangcr novels, Clayham^er 
(1910), Hilda Lt'ssways {1911), and These Twain (1916), is entirely a 
regional novelist. But he is regional in a different way from diat of 
I lardy. Hardy was of Wessex .-md remained of Wessex, as Bennett 
was never of the Five Towns. For Hardy, Wessex was a microcosm 
ot t)ic universe and wc .accept it as such. But for Bennett die Five 
1 owns were provincial; he left them wlien he was nvent>--one and 
never returned to diem for longer than a few days at a time. Steeped 
as he was in them, in their atmosphere, liistor^-, and traditions, as a 
w riter he w as completely outside them. His attitude towards them is 
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always expository; he is explaining them, exliibicing them, to an 
outside world that is not provincial. They exist in relation to a larger 
world that Bennett accepts as the norm. The result is. due though the 
Five Towns novels transcend the Five Towns, what we get in them 
is a picture of the provinces. The picture is true because it is of the 
provinces: in Hardy the picture is true not simply because it is of 
Wessex. At liis best Bennett does achieve universalitv of a kind, but 
it is not Hardy s kind. It is, if such a thing is possible, a limited uni¬ 
versality, true for a certain kind of community at a certain point in 
time, a picture of life not only in the Five Towns but in anv industrial 
provincial community during the last diree decades of the nineteenth 
century. It is a very considerable achievement, but not in the class of 
the greatest. It is only in a few passages in The Old H'ives' Tale and 
The Clayhan^cr Family that we arc brought face to face not incrcK- 
witli the humaji situation at a given date and place ui North Stafford¬ 
shire but with the eternal human situation. This is to sav that though 
Bermctt, in three or four books, is a master, he is a minor master. 

In The Old Wives Tale and The Clayhaitger Fatiiily Bennett’s 
aim was to unroll the panorama of life in time through all the tiny, 
detailed incidents of its thousand acts. His was normally die opposite 
of the dramatic method; James compared it to ‘the many-fmgered 
grasp of the orange that the audior squeezes’. But there is one ex¬ 
ception among his novels to this general principle of composition: die 
early and much neglected Anna of the Five Toivns, a higlily organized 
composition dramatically presented. Anna is seen from a comp.ira- 
tivcly narrow angle of vision, rendered not full face as are the central 
characters of the later novels, but from the point of view implicit in 
die moving last pages of the book: 

She had promised to m.irry Mynors, and she married him. Nothing 
else was possible. She wlio had never failed in duty did not fail then. 
She who had always submitted and bowed the head, submitted and 
bowed the head then. She had sucked in with her mother's milk the 
profound truth that a woman’s life is always a rcnuuciatiun, greater or 
less. Hers by chance was greater ... 

Bennett had noted in his Journal the ‘essential ch.iractcrisric of die 
really great novelist: a Christ-like, all-embracing compassion’, and 
Anna of the Five Towns is an exercise in comp.assion. Brought up to 
render implicit obedience to her father, the miser Ephraim TclI- 
wright, who had once grown ‘garrulous with God at praycr-meedngs’ 
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but later became supreme in *the finance of salvation ... in the 
negotiation of mortgages, die artful arrangement of the incidence 
of collections, the manufaaure of special appeals, the planning of 
anniversaries and of mighty revivals ... the interminable alter¬ 
nation of debt-raising and new fiability which provides a last excite¬ 
ment for Nonconformists’, Anna inherits her mother’s money when 
she comes of age, and at Tellwright’s behest becomes a sleeping 
partner in the pottcr\’ of Henry M^tiors, a rising young business man 
who is a pillar of Methodism. Among her otlier properties is the 
factory of Titus Price, the Sunday-school superintendent. Mynors 
falls in love with Anna, proposes, and is accepted; and Anna realizes 
too late that it is Willy Price she loves, tlic pathetic and much con¬ 
demned youth who has committed forgery in an effort to save his 
father, whom Tellwright and other creditors have driven to suicide. 

The storv is set firmly in terms of Methodism, the faith Beimett 
was brought up in and which he early abandoned without much 
sympathy for it. But he treats it with absolute fairness: Methodism 
was an integral part of tlic community in which liis actions took 
place, the channel of its spiritual and cultural aspirations, and Bennett 
has dealt with it as an element in the lives of the industrial middle class 
more faithfully than any other novelist before or since. But he treats, 
too, the characters in Anna with scrupulous fairness. Mynors, for 
example, is given great natural dignity; and even die grotesque Titus 
Price achieves c!:i»nitv in the hour of death: 

Here was a man whom no one respected, but cvcrj’onc pretended to 
respect - who knew tliat he was respected by none, but pretended tliat 
he was respected by all; whose whole career was made up of dissimula¬ 
tions: religious, moral, and social. If any man could have been trusted 
to contiinie die decent sham to the end, and so preserve the general 
self-esteem, surely it was this man. But no! Suddenly abandoning all 
imposture, he transgresses openly, brazenly; and, snatching a bit of 
hemp cries: Behold me; this is real human nature. This is the truth; 
the rest was lies. I lied; you lied, I confess it. and you shall confess it.’ 
Such a thunderclap shakes the very base of the microcosm. 

These characters arc excellently drawn, and so too arc the charming 
Mrs Sutton, the only truly sympathetic study of a religious person in 
Bennett’s works, and the miser Tellwright. But die triumph of the 
novel is Anna, that compoimd of honesty, innocence, and pride who 
cannot bring herself to be publicly saved at the revival and who. in 
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the greatest moment of her hfc, can flout her upbringing and defy 
her fatlicr from sheer compassion for Willy Price. 

In Anna of the Five Towns Bennett was writing more nearly at the 
tragic level tlian ever he was to do later. His view of life was not 
tragic; it was a stoical acceptance of things as they are, a reluctant 
conformism. Tlie great discovery of Edwin Cla)hanger’s Ufe is 
‘Injustice is a tremendous actuality! It had to be faced and accepted.’ 
And Ufe is somediing for Bennett diat exists wholly in time, the 
simplest, least philosopliically construed time, time that is die ticking 
of die clock. The French poet Laforgue sighed: Ah, <]tie la vie cst 
quotidiame. For Bennett that life is quotidian is exactly the point 
about it. It is this almost loving subjection to time as die succession of 
minutes, hours, months, years tlxat makes The Old IVircs' Tale tlic 
most impressive record we have in English of life in time, of birth, 
change, and decay. We know that it was Bennett’s most deliberately 
and seriously pondered work; we have its moment of conception, 
recorded the next day in the Journal', and we know that in writing it 
Bennett was in conscious rivalry with Maupassant in I'nc Vic. But 
perhaps wliat is much more important to realize is the simple basis of 
the novel, wliich is diat of so many of the most moving lyric poems, 
tliat girls must grow old and beauty fade. 

Bennett’s thesis, that young girls grow into fat old women, may be 
a limited truth, but it is worked out with the fullest intensity; con¬ 
tinuously throughout the novel the contrast between youth and age is 
illustrated in a series of instances that ends only with the end of die 
book. And the girls Constance and Sophia - for Bennett went one 
better than Maupassant by having two heroines - grow into woman¬ 
hood and old age in relation not only to a succession of ch.iractcrs older 
and younger dian themselves but also to the liistory oi Bursley. The 
flow of time governs background as well as characters; horse trams 
change to steam trams and thence to electric. The novel is the history 
of a cormnunity as well as of two old women. Bennett describe's the 
paralysis of John Baines as ‘a tragedy in ten thousand acts’. The use 
of the word tragedy is journalistic, but as Bemieit einploss the plirase 
it equally describes The Old IVivcs' Talc itself. And never have die 
tens of thous.-inds of acts vvliich make a lifetime ofdail)’ life been more 
cunningly disposed. 

However much Bennett might try to emulate Maupassant, The Old 
IViues' Tale has a quite uii-Naturalistic warmth. It is much less 
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objective tlian it seems at first glance. And this is sho%vn by a com¬ 
parison between the Paris section, where Bennett is objective, and 
the rest of the novel. Brilliant as it is, tlic account of life during the 
siege is sometliing ‘got up’, a tour (Jc force. But it is not sulficicntly 
woven into the texture of tlie work as a whole, and indeed it was 
scarcely possible that it could have been. At tlie time of writing 
the novel, Bennett had lived eight years in Paris; but he had spent 
die twenty most formative years of his life in die Potteries, some of 
them in the vcr\’ draper’s shop of which he was writing. The Bainses, 
the Povevs, Mr Critchlow, Maggie, must have been as tamihar to him 
as his childhood, for they were part of it. Writing die novel and pre¬ 
paring to do so must have meant a reliving of his cliildhood, and it 
is impossible to relive one’s cliildhood widiout experiencing acute 
emotion. The emotion may be hatred, as with Samuel Butler. With 
Bennett it was plainlv warm .ilfecuon, even love, though tinged with 
exasperation. At rare moments, as in the description of the death 
of Samuel Povey, the affection breaks through so strongly as to 
destroy altogether the presence of objeedviry'. Elsewhere Bermett 
protects himself, as it were, by means of die faccdous irony of 
his style. 

What he kept of die Naturalists in The Old IFires’ Tale was their 
concern for form, and little else. He has become an English humorist, 
diough rather more disciplined dian English humorists generally 
arc. His atfmities arc obvious and unexpected: had the restraint 
slackened, Mr CritcJilow would have been a Dickens character; 
while Mr Povey, in die toothache scene cspccialJv, might appear in 
early Wells. Tlie restraint with wliich lie holds liis characters in check 
is remarkable; without the sense of form they might easily have 
spilled over and sw.impcd tlie book. For what in the end characterizes - 
The Old IJ ires Tale is richness in order. Reading, one is aware all 
die time of die brilli-mce ot cliaractcr-crcadon and ot invendon; a 
whole world and epoch are brought to hfe. Yet ever\'thing has been 

d to Bennett’s overriding conception; and one is 
left widi tile feeling that never has die rhvtlim of ordmarj’ life, Ufe in 
dnie, been so faithfully, so surely transcribed. The novel ranges from 
die trivi.al, the farcical, and the grotcst]uc to the most gravely serious, 
from the recording of a sliop assistant's toothache and die adventures 
of souvenir-luinters round the corpse of a circus elephant to the 
hazards and endurances of die siege of Parb and die rejections of an 
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old woman in die presence of death. Witliin the limits Bennett set 
himself - the limits are tliose of life conceived as being wholly in 
The Old Wives Tale is almost unassailable. 

In the Clayhaii^cr novels Bennett was attempting somctliing of a 
lower order of creation and on a smaller scale; yet they make a very 
considerable achievement. In Clayham^er Bennett was much closer to 
his subject. Edwin Clayhangcr is not Bennett’s exaa contemporar>\ 
but he is only eleven years older, and while the novels arc not auto^ 
biographical, Edwin represents a perfectly conceivable development 
of the young Bennett. He is without his creator’s talent and ambidon; 
he has his sensitiveness .and sh>Tiess without the aggressive assertion 
that compensated for them; he has liis neurodc mania for tidiness; he 
has his humanitarian, liberal sympadiies, his generosity of mind; un¬ 
like Bennett, he has no panache. He is one of the most attraedve 
heroes in nvcnticth-century fiction. Bennett, who believed inordin¬ 
ately in the intcrestingness’ of ordinary diings and ordinary people, 
was never more successful in revealing the" ‘intcresdngness’ of an 
apparently ordinary man dian in Edwin Clayhangcr. 

D. H. Lawrence once critici2cd Bennett’s characters for their 
acceptance of, their acquiescence in, die frustrations of existence. In 
fact, it is from diis that a very considerable part of Bennett’s strength 
as a novelist comes. Clayhangcr docs not kick against die pricks. But 
tliis docs not mean he is a passive character. One sees him as a natural 
growdi, shaped by innumerable pressures of circumstance into his 
ovm individuality as a tree is shaped to its o\sti form by wind, rain, 
the hazards of climate, and die nature of its species. There is in Clay- 
hanger, apparently, a complete absence of contrivance on the part of 
the author: Bennett follows the grain of life. 

Clayhangcr lives, as it were, by a scries of continual small revela¬ 
tions, discoveries about life, human nature, and relationsliips to which, 
though they may be ordinary enough in themselves, part of common 
experience, Edwin responds widi such open-mindedness as to make 
them completely fresh; he has the capacity to be continually sur¬ 
prised mto ever-widening mental and emotional horizons, and it is 

this that gives him liis vividness, liis life, and the pathos that always 
attends liim, ^ 

From its very nature die chronicle novel must lack an overriding 
conception, a Commanding Centre. TJic beauties, to use die cigh- 
teenth-century word, of The Old Wives' Tale are not detachaWe. 
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Those of the Clayliati^er books arc. But though episodic, tliey arc 
genuine beauties — the rendering of Shushions and of Big James, the 
descriptions of the clog-dance, the glee-part)', and the Sunday school 
centenar)’, the strxigglc between Edwin and Darius, Darius’s death 
and Edwin’s triumph, die creation of Aunt Hamp, surely one of die 
great achievements in the comic during tliis century, and the beauti¬ 
fully accur.ite representation of the birtli of love between Edwin and 
Hilda Lcssways. 

During the first half of the centur)’, the name of John Galsworthy 
(1867-1933) was inevitably associated with diosc of Wells and 
Bennett. Now, Galswordiy appears beside liis contemporaries as a 
very shadowy third, and of the I'cnytc S(t\;a itself the first novel alone. 
The MiUi of Property {1^06), has much interest to-day. It shows him in 
liis strengdi and weakness and in die confusion which seems to be at 
the heart of liis work. The Forsytes, it naight be said, are the spiritual 
descendants of the Osbornes of Vanity Fair; they represent the 
apotheosis of the British merchant. As we first meet diem in The Aian 
of Property they arc on top of the world, secure in their self-regard, 
encased in tlieir possessions. They live entirely in terms of property; 
money conditions diem completely. It takes the place of family 
affection, hut as a link bmding them togcdier it is no less strong. 
Their sense of property is so powerful and all-pcr\’asivc as to have 
ossified tlieir vital feelings and produced in them schlcrosis of the 
imagination. For Forsytes what cannot be bought docs not e-vist; art 
and the things of die spirit arc objects to be collected, but not for their 
own sake, ratlicr as manifestations of their success in life. They are so 
encrusted witli property that they arc only half alive; they arc padietic 
though tlicy do not know it; die life of die emotions, the ‘holiness of 
the heart s affections , arc as closed to diem as die life of pure diought. 
The st.andards dicy uphold arc standards that lead in the end to death. 

This side of the Forsytes is vet)’ well done: as we sec in die dinner 
at Swidiin s, or the description of die *at home’ to celebrate June 
Forsyte s engagement to Bosimiey, Galsworthy is very successful in 
his attempt to present satire through Naturalism. His failure is some¬ 
what akin to Butlers in 'Ihe IVay of All Flesh; it is the failure to 
establish an adequate compensating principle for wliat is being 
satiri2ed. In his preface to the Forsyte Sa\^a Galsworthy wrote; 

This long talc is no scientific study of the period; it is rather an 
intimate incarnation of the disturbances that Beauty effects in the lives 
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of men. Tlic figure of Irene, never present except through tlie sense of 
the other characters, is a concretion of disturbing beauty impinging on 
a possessive world. 

But as a symbol of beauty and its disturbing uiHuence Irene, whom 
Soaines Forsyte marries as he miglit buy a piece of bric-a-brac, never 
comes alive; it is scarcely possible due she should, presented as she is 
through the minds of the Forsytes, since diey arc, bv definition, 
characters which do not possess the kind of mind through wliich 
beauty can be vividly realized. Irene exists as a tliin sencimcntalitv, 
as docs die notion of art wluch Galsworthy also opposes to tlic 
standards of tlic Fors) tcs. It is as though he is much more convince*.! 
by the Forsytes and w hat they stand for than he is of the strength of 
beauty and art. 

His defence against the Forsytes is in fact sentimentality, into 
which he constantly retreats. Oldjolyon, for example, die head of tlie 
family, is a wholly sentiment.il conception; and it comes as no sur¬ 
prise that, in the Forsyte novels following the Saga proper, the novels 
grouped together as A MoJcni Co/wJy, Soaines Forsyte, who has 
been throughout die Saga die arcli-Forsytc, the epitome of pride of 
possession and the property instinct, becomes the persona of Gals- 
wortliy himself. 

Of the otlicr novelists who came to maturity in the Edwardian 
period three only seem to me now to merit serious consideration: 
Maugham, Ford Madox Ford, and E. M. Forster. At the time it doubt¬ 
less looked rather different. William dc Morgan whose 

first novel Joseph loanee was publislied in iyo6, was seen as die iicir 
both of Dickens and of Tliackcray. To-day, thougli it is possible to 
see why he was praised, he is unreadable in liis archness and prolixity 
and the implausibility of his stories: lie appears now as a belated echo 
of the mid-eighteenth century, as a very minor Trollope. May Sin¬ 
clair (?i 870-1946) stands re-reading more successfully, yet she doesn’t 
seem more now than a pioneer in a kind of psychological fiction later 
women novelists were to do better. Tlicn there is F. W. Rolfe, 
Baron Corvo’ (1860-1913). Fascinating no doubt as a psychopath, 
Rolfe possessed almost none of die attributes of a novelist. His best 
book is IlaJrian (he Seoenih (1904), which is certainly one of the 
most striking example's of the wish-fulfilment dream in literature; 
Rolfe, who in life was never allowed to become the Roman Catholic 
priest he believed he ought to be, here has his own back on liis Church 
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by imagining himself suddenly deviated to the papac)'. But what is 
interesting here, apart from the light the character of George Arthur 
Rose throws on Rolfc’s pitiably obsessed mind, is the knowledge 
showTi of die organization of the Roman Church. Once Rose is 
elected Pope die novel becomes nonsense. The attention paid to 
Rolfe in recent years is a tribute not to his own writings but to the 
spell exercised by A. J. A. Symons’s biography of him. The Quest for 
Cori'o. 

These writers, it seems to me, stand far less chance of being read 
in any forsceable future dian such avowedly frivolous novelists as 
‘Saki’ (H. H. Munro) (1870-1916) in his The Uttbearable Bassmgtou 
(1912), and the Irish ladies Edidi Somerville and ‘Martin Ross’ tvith 
their The Real Charloite (1895) and Seme Experiences of an Irisfi R. M. 
{1899). 

Maugham diroughout liis life has been an admirably professional 
writer whose strength, whether as novelist, short-story writer, or 
playwright, has come from liis knowing perfectly his own limits. 
Too much self-knowledge is probably not good for an artist, and for 
the most part Maugham has been content to work in a very narrow 
range of subjea and character, widiout any compensating quahty 
of st> lc to make up for it. In three novels, however, he docs rise 
above the civilized entertainment which has generally been the end 
he has proposed for Iiimself. These are his first novels, Liza of Lambeth 
(1897), Of Huwaft Bondage (1913). and Cahes and Ale (1930). With 
the early work of Moore. Liza if Lambeth is die complctest specimen 
of die Naturalistic novel in English- It was written, as Maugham has 
said, with Maupass.-uit as its model. He has also said tliat it is a picture 
‘of life diat has long since ceased to be’. This is true; in sbety years 
the East End has changed almost out of recognition, and die account 
here is of the London slums as we sec them in Gissing and Morrison. 
Yet die novel remains remarkably fresh, and Liza still has her un¬ 
quenchable vitality. Maugham is as detached as ever he has been, 
but die novel vibrates still with die p.ission of deeply felt observation. 

Maiiiihatn’s has always been die role of the impartial spectator who 
watches but does not judge. In Of Human he is the spectator 

of Iiimself as a boy and young man, for we know that die Pliilip 
Carev of that novel is at any rate a version ot himselt; Of 
Bondage, lie has said, ‘it is not an autobiography, hut an auto¬ 
biographical novel.’ Aldiough ver)' considerably too long, it is a 
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work of real distinction the total impact of which more closely re¬ 
sembles tliat of Theodore Dreiser’s Ati American Tragedy dian any 
English novel. Tlais is not accidental. Maugham and Dreiser were 
writing from a similar view of life. Pliilip reflects: 

Life had no meaning. On the earth, satellite of a star speeding through 
space, living things had arisen under the influence of conditions which 
were part of the planet’s history; and as there had been a beginning of 
life upon it, so, under the influence of other conditions, there would be 
an end; man, no more significant than other forms of life, had come 
not as the climax of creation but as a physical reaction to the environ¬ 
ment. ... There was no meaning in life, and man by living served no 
end. It was immaterial whether he was bom or not bom. whcilicr he 
lived or ceased to live. Life was insignificant and death without 
consequence. 


It is a view of life less commonly held now tlian at the time die 
novel was written, for we no longer share die view of science on 
whidi the belief was based. And die character of Philip, and Maugh- • 
am s incerprccaiion of him, arc so thoroughly impregnated by the 
belief diat for most readers the novel will always seem an inadequate 
rendering of life. Tliis obviously limits the value of die novel; it 
makes it very much less than universal, even by comparison with 
Bennett’s Clayhanger. Yet Of Human Bondage has its value, and it 
comes precisely from Maugham’s honesty, Iiis unflincliing accept¬ 
ance of liis belief in the meaninglessness of life. He is not, nor is 
Philip, to be comforted; and the novel gains in poignancy from the 
condidon of Philip, the isolated man, the man cut off from liis fellows 
by die sense of an unbridgeable difference of whidi his club-foot is 
die symbol. 


Of Human Bondage is one of die most moving accounts of loneli¬ 
ness in our language, and in a curious way this effect of loneliness is 
increased by what seems to me Maugham’s failure quite to persuade 
us of the fact of Pliilip s continued dominance by die dreadful, 
anaemic, vulgar Cockney waitress Mildred, one of the most un¬ 
pleasant women in fiction. The fault of die novel docs not lie here, 
but in the ending. Maugham w'as cauglit in the trap that no writer of 
the autobiographical novel in chronicle form can escape. A story can 
end; when we dose David Copperfeld or Middkmarcli we do so with 
die feeling diat somcdiing has been completed, an action is over. But 
life “ and die flow of a personal life is die autobiograpliical novelist’s 
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theme - goes on, and any point the novelist chooses to end his novel 
must be arbitrary unless he ends witit his character’s death. This means 
tliat the chronicle autobiograpliical novel is almost bound to conclude 
on a note of artificial resolution which must appear faked; the end of 
Sens and Loi't rs is an instance. Of Human Bondage ends in a fake 
idyll: Sally, the girl with the placidity and acceptance of an earth- 
goddess, never becomes credible; nor docs her father, Atlielny. The 
Athclny frmilv, which seems carefully planted where it is in the novel 
to make a happy ending possible, and the values tlicy stand for, 
seem to me dev’ices out of Samuel Butler, and tlicir appearance flaws 
the novel as nothing else does. 

Maugh.im’s third outstanding novel is Calces and Ah\ As a wittily 
malicious satirical comedy it is bound to survive as a most enter¬ 
taining footnote to rwcnticth-ccntury literary liistory; but the char¬ 
acters - the old novelist Driffield, his wife Rosie, and the absurdly 
engaging careerisC-novelLst Alroy Kcar - arc splendidly realized. 

Writing novels was oidy one of the literary activities of Ford 
Madox Ford (1S73-1939) - he changed liis surname from Hueffer 
to Ford in 1919. Mis career as a novelist falls into two parts, divided 
by the war of 1914-18. At the beginning of the century’ he had col¬ 
laborated with Conrad in The Inheritors and Romatiee, and tltroughout 
his life his attitude towards fiction was very close to Conrad’s. In the 
first part of his career his aims were limited to the writing of light 
novels, of little interest now, and liistorical fiction; his Fifth Queen 
trilogy, on Katherine Howard and Henr\- VIII, remains a very fine 
set of histtirical novels. Ford liberates liis characters - I lenry, Kather¬ 
ine, Crannicr, the Princess Mary, Cromwell, Throckmorton, and the 
rest - from the associations cncrustmg them from four centuries ot 
bitter sectarian histor)', so that they live .is human beings. But tlie great 
achievement of diis first part of his career is The Good Soldier (1915). 
Like the Tietjens novels that wore to follow after the war, it springs 
out ot his own sufferings, so tliat in it tlic whole man is engaged. By 
religion. Ford was a Roin.in Catholic, but one caiuiot call liim a 
Catliolic novelist as Mauriac or Beni.anos is. Human life, as Ford 
reveals it in his novels, is meaningless, and his values arc purely 
stoic. Dowell, in The Good SoldiiT, asks: 

Arc all men's lives like the lives of us good people - like the lives of the 
Ailtbiinihanis, of the Dowells, of die UutFords ~ broken, tumultuous, 
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agonized, and unromantic lives, periods punctuated by screams, by 
imbecilities, by deaths, by agonies? Who the devil knows? 

In the midst of tribulation Ford can only put forward a code of 
conduct: the facade of civilized life must be preserved at all costs; 
husband and wife, no matter how unhappy tlieir marriage, do not 
make scenes before servants; and so on. As he remarks in The Coed 
Soldier: 

Pride and reserve arc not the only tilings in life; perhaps dicy arc not 
even the best tilings. But if they happen to be your particular virtues 
you will go all to pieces if you let them go. 

Judged as a technical feat alone The Good Soldier is dazzling, as 
near perfection as a novel can be. It is amazingly subtle, this account, 
by one of them, of the lives of four people who appear to have lived 
In harmony and friendsliip for more than ten years: 

Our intimacy was like a minuet, simply because on every possible 
occasion and in every available circunist.mce we knew where to go, 
where to sit, wliich table we should unanimously choose; and we could 
rise and go, all four together, without a signal from any one of us, 
always to the music of the Kur orchestra, always in the temperate 
sunsliiiic, or, if it rained, in discreet shelters. 

So Dowell, the narrator of the novel, saw die relationship wliiJc 
it existed; but Dowell is a deceived man, deceived at every turn of 
die action: his wife and die Ashbumliams have united to keep him 
in ignorance of the relationship between them. Yet, wliat is the truth? 
What is the truth about Ashbumham, die gallant, stupid Tory 
gentleman whose code is tiohlesse oblige and who cannot resist pretty 
women? Wliat is die truth about Leonora Ashbumham, die narrow 
Irish Catholic who loves him, protects him, keeps up the appearance 
of a happy marriage in public and docs not speak to him in private, 
who acts as procuress for liim and in die last analysis is responsible, 
through defects in upbringing and perhaps in character, for liis de- 
tcrioradon? What is die truth about Dowell himself, wliose life is one 
long meaningless sclf-sacrilicc? We do not know the answers, do not 
attain to full knowledge of the characters and the pattern they make 
between them, until die last pages of the book. Ford’s technique 
resembles a kaleidoscope; with each chapter die kaleidoscope is 
shaken anew to reveal fresh and unexpected -aspects of die DowcU- 
Ashbumham rcladonsliip. 
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But (3a2zling as it is, the technique is a means to an end, the ex¬ 
posure of the characten in aU die poignancy of their intolerable 
situation; and at the end the pattern is restored, the parmers have 
changed, but the figure is the same: they are still dancing their 

pathcric minuet. 

Ford was a man the conduct of whose life was marked by great 
unwisdom. One consequence of this has been diat his novels have 
never received an)-diing like the general recognition dieir merits 
deserve. Whatever die truth about his unwisdom and his appalling 
run of bad luck, which was pcriiaps an aspert of the unwisdom, it 
seems pretry safe to say that he saw himself not as the world did but 
as he saw Tietjens in die four books dealing widi that character. He 
wrote, of die genesis of the Tietjens books: ‘I needed someone, 
some character, in lasting tribulation - with a permanent shackle and 
ball on lus leg. ... A physical defect it could not be, for if I wrote 
about that cliaraacr he would have to go into die trenches. It would 
be son.cdiing of a moral order, and something inscrutable.’ He had 
in faa been rendering such a character on and off ever since he wrote 
The Benefactor in 1905, where it appears as George Moffat. In The 
Good Soldier it appears as AshbumJiam. Together with Tieqens they 
define the essential Ford character and also, one suspects from the 
evidence of liis non-fictional works, his own conception of himself: 
the English gentleman - Ford sometimes calls him the Tory - for 
whom moncy exists only in order that odicrs may be helped, who 
neither explains liis actions nor apologizes for them, who follows 
his code wndiout question and in full knowledge of the consequences, 
wliich arc inevitably diat his motives will be misunderstood and that 
he will be betrayed by diosc whom he has befriended. He suffers, but 
he suffers in silence. 

I do not mc.in diat The Good Soldier and die Tieqens novels are 
autobiograpliical fiction or contain self-portraits. They are objective 
correlatives of Ford’s owti cmotion.il situations. By pushing, as it 
were, his personal problem out of arm’s reach and sragmg it in terms 
of charaaers odicr than himself and those closely associated with 
him, he depersonalized it, raised it to the level of die material of art. 
We do not, in fact, dream of referring these novels to the private 
life of their creator until we know something of lus private life, for 
they are models of objcctivic)’. As a novelist. Ford is always and 
completely outside his subject-matter. 
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The four novcb diat make up the Ticijcns series. Some Do Xoi, 
No More Parades, A Man Could Stand Up, and Last Post ~ the last, 
the weakest, being in die nature of an after-thouglit - appeared 
between 1924 and 1928. ‘Tlic two young men - tliey were of tlic 
English pubhc official class - sat in tlie perfectly appointed railway 
carriage.’ Tltis first sentence of Some Do Not indicates die world Ford 
is re-creating, that of the ruling class of Edwardian England. It is a 
world already breaking up; one of the young men in the railway 
carriage is dierc through brains not family, a lower nuddle-class 
careerist from Leith. But for the most part. Ford’s characters are of 
that world by birth, cabinet ministers, permanent under-sccretarics, 
generals, right-wing journalists; and they are diese not out ofmterest, 
inclination, or the desire for fame or money, but simply from duty. 
Some, like die novelist Mrs Wannup, arc very poor; others, like 
Tietjens, very rich; it makes no difference: they arc members of an 
dlite so well established that it docs not even have to diink of itself 
as an ilite. So one of the theme's of these novels is duty, die observance 
of the code diat says without argument, ‘It isn’t done.’ 

The title of the first book. Some Do Not, is significant. Tietjens’s 
lasting tribulation, liis shackle and bail, is his wife, a wanton, whose 
child may not be liis, who deserts him, whom he takes back, who 
diroughout liis life docs licr best to rum liim and indeed does so in 
the eyes of die world. He will not divorce her because a gentleman 
docs not divorce his wife; she cannot divorce liim because she is a 
Catholic. He is in love with Valentine Wannup. the daughter of liis 
father’s oldest friend; he will not tell her so because he is married. But 
loving liiin, she becomes yet another means by which Iiis wife Sylvia 
can persecute him, for Sylvia is possessed by a lust to ruin iiim. 
Tietjens suffers all her attempts passively, with a sort of ChrLstiaii 
stoicism. Partly through her intrigues, partly through his integrity, 
which will not permit him to depart from lus code and, for e.xamplc, 
fake statistics in the Government interest, his career as a civd servant 
comes to an early end. In the war he is no more successful as a soldier: 
beloved of his men, be suffers the final ignominy of being put in 
charge of prisoners behind the line. 

Tietjens is Ford s presentation of the Christian Gentleman; wliicli 
is one reason why his wife persecutes him; he is, maddeningly, too 
good for her, and bitterly she realizes it. 

To depict a positively good character is the most difficult problem 
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a novelist can set himself. Does Ford succeed with Tietjens? I think 
not wholly. The tribulations are piled on too heavily. So many make 
us suspicious, just as the ps)’chologist raises his eyebrows in the 
presence of a man who is accidentally knocked down by motor-cars 
too often. Tietjens’s role in the four novels is always that of the 
victim of die booby-traps set by his wife or by fate. He is, and has to 
be, a static character, ending as he began, the Tory Christian. A 
sadrist might have made him a sort of Don Quixote, a good simpleton. 
But Tietjens is not a simpleton; he is, specifically, a man of great learn¬ 
ing, and, much more important, he is quite widiout illusions about 
human nature. Yet in the end one is forced to see him as a sentimental 
creation; perhaps too much of Ford crept into him. 

He is a fixed character, but Ford’s mar^'cllous technical adroitness 
helps to blind us to this. In die four books he is examined and exposed 
from ever)- possible angle, through the eyes of his wife, of his careerist 
friend Macmastor, Ids brother die permanent under-secretary, his 
godfather and comm.inding officer, General Campion, die woman 
who loves him, his fellow otfeers, and the men under 1 dm. And die 
whole is presented in terms of die utmost compression. Ford rarely 
indulges in direct narration; everyddng is allusive, elliptical, for die 
story progresses alw ays through the droughts of the character who is 
engrossing his attention at the moment. As lie claimed Idmsclf, Ford 
was a master of the ‘time switcli’. 

Yet despite the suspicion we may have that Tietjens is a character 
too good to be true, such a figure was esscndal to the work Ford 
was aiming at. the subject of wldcli was to be no less than ‘tlie public 
events of a decade’. Tietjens is die fixed point round which die flux 
eddies, his integrity the measuring rod of diat of die other characters 
and of the decade itself. When Tietjens is driven out of public life the 
bankruptcy of a ruling class is exposed. Whether such a ruling chiss 
existed outside Ford’s imaginadon scarcely matters; he imposes liis 
o\sm belief in it upon die reader. 


8 

E. M. Forster’s most recent novel, A Passage lo India, was pub¬ 
lished in 1924; liis odier four novels appeared between 1905 and 1910. 
As a novelist he is often delightful and always baffling and ambiguous; 
and he lias alwavs stood apart from liis contemporaries. Virginia 
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Woolf, in Mr Bauictt and Mrs Brown, associated lum with herself, 
Lawrence, and Joyce asoneofthc novelists wriiiiii^ in reaction against 
the novel as understood by the Edwardians. 1 Ins is true neither as 
fact nor in impheation: Forster was the strict contemporary of die 
Edwardians, and die bulk of his fiction was written before Mrs Woolf 
and Lawrence were writing at all. Yet though tJicrc are moments 
when one sees artinities between him and Mrs Woolf in some respeas 
and Lawrence in others, he cannot be regarded as a pioneer, as a John 
the Baptist going before them. Technically, he is a sport.’a throw¬ 
back; so far as his novels arc concerned, neither James nor the French 
Naturalists might have written; he is there, a man telling a story in his 
own voice, in the older English traditions which, beginning with 
Fielding, ends, we normally assume, with Meredith. Ilis plots'"arc as 
improbable - at any rate in die four novels before A Passage to India. 
which on the surface is much more realistic dian the earlier books - 
as any in Victorian fiaion, as melodramatic and as fir-fetclied. In liis 
own person of the omniscient narrator, he comments on his cliarac- 
ters, interprets their modves and acdons, moralizes on diem, bids us 
admire or detest. As with Fielding and Thackeray, liis novels at their 
best are triumphs of a personal attitude expressed in a special tone of 
voice. His is the most personal style in modem fiction, die most 
personal styde since Mercdidi’s, to whom he owes much, and it is die 
style, the tone of voice, wliich gives his novels their unity and wliich 
almost persuades us to ignore the improbable violence and die dis¬ 
continuities of his atdtudc. 


But what is liis attitude? Outside his fiction, he lias been a great 
spokesman of the liberal tradition, agnosdc, and-impcrialist. and- 
authoritarian, concerned with social jusdee. *My motto’, he lias 
written, is- Lord, I disbelieve. Help thou my unbelief.’ Fundamental 
to his public attitude h.is been liis faith in die holiness of the hean’s 
affecdons; and perhaps his conception of die good life comes from his 
experiences as a young man at Cambridge with its emphasis on 
personal reladons, rational discourse, and disinterestedness. 

Yet though this public attitude of Forster’s is expressed in his 
novels, it appears dicrc as part of something much more complex 
and much less clear-cut; something that cannot be expressed in 
simple statements but only, and diercforc darkly, through symbols. 
These at dicir most convincing appear as perceptions of die nature 
of reality, as in Helen Schlegcrs experience of Beethoven’s Fifdi 
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Sympliony, in Howard's End (1910): tlic passage is quintcsscntially 
Forster, and in a sense die whole of him is there: 

. •. the music started with a goblin walking quietly over the universe 
from end to end. Others followed him. They w^ere not aggressive 
creatures; it was that that made them so terrible to Helen. They merely 
observed in passing that there was no such thing as splendour or 
heroism in the world. After the interlude of elephants dancing, they 
returned and made the observation for the second time. Helen could 
not contradict them, for, once at all events, she had felt tlic same, and 
had seen the reliable walls of youth collapse. Panic and emptiness! 
Panic and emptiness! The goblins were right. 

Her brotlter raised his finger: it was the transitional passage on the 
drum. 

For, as if things were going coo far, Beethoven took hold of the 
goblins and made them do what he wanted. He appeared in person. 
He gave them a little push, and they began to walk in major key instead 
of in a minor, and then — he blew with his moutli and they were 
scattered! Gusts of splendour, gods and demi-gods contending with 
vast swords, colour and fragrance broadcast on the field of battle, 
magnificent victory, magnificent death! Oh, it all burst before the 
girl, and she even stretched out her gloved hands as if it was tangible. 
Any fate w.as titanic: any contest desirable; conqueror and conquered 
would nUkc be applauded by the angels of the utmost stars. 

And the goblins - they had not really been there at all? They were 
only tlie phantoms of cowardice and unbelief? One healthy human 
impulse would dispel them? Men like the Wilcoxes, or President 
Roosevelt, would say yes. Beethoven knew better. The goblins really 
had been there. Tlicy might return - and they did. It was as if the 
splendour of life might boil over and waste to steam and froth. In its 
dissolution one heard the terrible, ominous note, and a goblin, with 
increased malignity, walked quietly over die universe from end to end. 
Panic and emptiness! P.inic and emptiness! Even the flaming ramparts 
of the world might fall. 

Beethoven cliosc to make all right in the end. He built the ramparts 
up. He blew with his mouth for the second time, and again the goblins 
were scattered. He brought back the gusts of splendour, the heroism, 
the youth, the magnificence of life and of death, and, amid the vast 
roaring of a super-human joy, he led liis Fifth Sympliony to its con¬ 
clusion. But the goblins were there. They could rctuni. He had said so 
bravely, and that is why one can trust Beethoven when he says other 
things. 

Tills perception into die nature of things Forster calls, in TTie 


335 


THE NOVEL FROM l88l TO I9I4 

Longest Jourtiey (1907), ‘die knowledge of good-and-cvil’, and he 
describes it there as ‘die primal curse’. When allowance is made for 
its comparative liglitness and wliimsicality of expression, Helen 
Schlcgel’s intuirion andcipates Mrs Moore’s in Marabar Caves, in A 
Passage to India, when the eclio murmurs to her: 

'Pathos, piety, courage - they exist, but are identical, and so is filth. 
Everything exists, nothing has value.’ If one had spoken vilencss in that 
place, or quoted lofty poetry, the comment would have been the same - 
‘ou-boum’. 

Beneath the surface of things for Forster, dicn, is a nullity, a void. 
Fundamentally, Forster is a tragic humanist for whom man is justided 
by his self-awareness and by the fruits of his imagination, by the ans 
and, especially perhaps, by music. He is die advocate of balance, of 
die whole man; but man is rarely balanced and few can be said to be 
whole. The criticism of lack of balance, of lack of wholeness, is the 
impulse beliind his first four novels, W'/ierc Aiigch Fear to Tread, 
The Longest Journey, A Room with a View, and Howard'^ End. 

The target of Forster’s sadrical analysis in these novels is ‘the 
undeveloped heart’. The fate of those who suffer from this condidon 
is suggested in diis passage from A Room IViih a Vieiv (1908): 

She gave up trying to understand herself, and joined the vast armies 
of the benighted, who follow ncitlier die heart nor the brain, but 
march to their destiny by catch-words. The armies arc full of pleasant 
and pious folk. But they have yielded to die only enemy that matters - 
die enemy within. They have sinned against passion and truth, and vain 
will be their strife after virtue. As die years pass, they are censured. 
Their pleasantry and dicir piety show cracks, their wit becomes 
cyncism. dicir unselfishness hypocrisy; they feel and produce discomfort 
wherever they go ... 

In the earlier novels, then, tlicre is usually a young person im¬ 
pressed as it were into the army of the benighted and striving to break 
free from it. Forster’s villains are diosc who refuse to recognize, or 
betray, die holiness of die heart’s affections. They arc, generally, the 
emotionally immature; and in Forster’s world diey may be equated 
with that aspect of English upper middle-class values which can be 
summed up in the words public school and estabUshed church. 
Against dicsc values is set the symbol of a different way of life. In 
Forster’s short stories the symbol is often Greece, in die early novels 
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Italy. Tlicse s}Tmbols are not sentimentalized, for Greece contains Pan, 
and Forster's symbol always includes the life of impulse, of impulse 
even to brutishness and cruelty. We sec this in his first novel Where 
Angels Fear lo Tread (1905), a book which in some respects strikingly 
anticipates Lawrence’s Lost Ctrl, though in it what is being rebelled 
against is not the industrial Midlands but tlic conventional Home 
Counties of the middle class. 

The plots of these early novels arc very complicated; for Forster, 
plot is a sort of obstacle race which his characters must undergo, a 
scries of tests wliich serve to expose them. To s^mopsize them is fatally 
to distort them. But die two crises in die plot of Where Angels Fear to 
Tread arc Liii.i Herriton’s sudden marriage to Gino, die son of a small¬ 
town Italian dentist, and her family’s outraged efforts to prevent it 
and buy Gino off; and, after Lilia’s death, die Herritons’ attempts to 
‘rescue’ her baby from its father. The nvo characters who are, so to 
speak, changed by Italy arc Phihp Herriton, Lilia s brother-in-law, 
and Caroline Abbott, who was her ineffective chaperon when she fell 
in love with Gino. The Herritons, die whole Sawston drclc, arc 
brilliantly well done: as the satirical scrutineer of die heart Forster 
is the peer almost of Jane Austen herself; and liis values, die bases of 
liis judgcmaits of them, are as precise as hers. Widi Gino, however, 
we realize that something has gone wrong; Forster is at pains to make 
him a ‘real’ Italian, as opposed to the romantic tourist s notion of one; 
it is not beside the point that he is the son of a dentist, the least rom¬ 
antic of professions. He is presented as unsentimcntally as possible; 
but he fails in die part he must play in the scheme of the novel be¬ 
cause he has to stand for too much. He is die symbol of ‘good-and- 
evil’, and die symbolism creaks. It does so particularly in die scene 
in which Giuo tortures Pliilip Herriton by twisting liis broken arm. 
Forster is saying in effect that die rcahty we must accept is essentially 
J.inus-faccd, unpredictable in evil as in good. But the detail invented 
to represent this is insufficient; Gino is made to appear nodiing more 
dian .in unschooled httlc boy, nasty and nice by turns. 

Tills failure in die symbol wliich is Forster’s measuring-rod of his 
upper-class, public scliool, Anglo-S.ixon charartcrs is still more evi¬ 
dent in The Longest Journey (1907), in many ways the most delightful 
of liis novels. Its dicme is reality and its nature, as is made plain in the 
first cli.ipicr, in which die hero Rickie, then an undergraduate, is 
discussing widi liis friends die metaphysical problem. Docs a cow 
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exist when there is no one there to see it? Ilickic is in quest of reaJir>-: 

the glimpses he catches of it he expresses in little nn tlioiogical stories 

obviously akin to his creator’s own sliort stories in 'Hie Cdcsiial 

Omnibus. All the same, tlirough his wife Agnes and Iiis brotlicr-in- 

law he is seduced into joining the army of the benighted. He becomes 

a master at a public school, where liis brother-in-law Pembroke 

teaches. He drifts further and further away from rcalitv until in the 

end he is brought back to it by contact with his illegitimate half- 

brother Stephen Wonliam. Wonham is the Gino of The Longest 

Journey. He is even less adequate and. as Gmo is not, a sentimcntaliaa- 
tion. 

Forster has often been attacked for the implausibility of ius plots 
and the reckless unreahty of some of Ids most imponant scenes. 
When Rickie’s pliilosophcr friend Anscll suddenly breaks into 
Sawston School and denounces Rickie before the assembled boys we 
arc in the presence of somcdiing we know is inconceivable. But tlus 
does not seem to me greatly to matter: the passage lias a truth which 
could be expressed in scarcely any other way. The great weakness in 
Forster is simply and all the time the inadequacy of his symbolism; 
his novels arc a mingling of social comedy and poetry: die social 
comedy, even remembering Meredith, is die best we have had since 
Jane Austen, but the poetry doesn’t work. 

Tills is strikingly apparent in Howard's End, his most ambitious 
novel, and the most explicit as a statement of his values. ‘Only con¬ 
nect is the motto of the book: ‘Only connect die passion and the 
prose. The novel is an attempt at reconciliation, as though Forster 
has realized that his own liberal, Iiumonitarian position is not enough. 
On the one side arc die representarives of that position, Margaret md 
Helen Schiegcl. on the other the Wilcoxes, a middle-class family that 
stands for what is called in the novel ‘the outer world of telegrams 
and anger, the world of action. One might say that the portrayal of 

the Wilcoxes shows Forster in a determined effort to be fair to die 
Forsytes. 

Neither Schlcgcls nor Wilcoxes, however, arc big enough for the 
parts they must play. For, in some sense at least, Howard's End is a 
^mbolical novel about the state of England at the time of writing. 
Yet, if there is vinuc in action at all - and tliis is certainly Margaret 
SchJegers belief, since, defending die Wilcoxes against her sister 
Helen, she tells her, ‘They made us possible’ - then the Wilcoxes 
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are certainly not fitting representatives of it, any more than the 
Schlegcls, for all their liberal-mindedness and culture, can really stand 
for the life of the spirit; they seem now to express little more than 
ghastly good taste and the luxury of combining advanced opinions 
with a private income. Nor is Leonard Bast, the representative of the 
working class, any more satisfactory; indeed, he is less so, since it is 
hard to sec that any observation of working men went into his 
creation. 

The characters arc too small for tlic general thesis of the novel. 
Tliis in turn makes the plot obtrusive and in the end absurd, a fabri¬ 
cation; we are aware in reading tliat something devised and not 
wholly corresponding to life as wc know it is being forced upon us. 
Then, too, since it is Margaret Sclilcgcl who is at tlie centre of the 
novel, the representative of her creator's awareness and judgements, 
sometliing else creeps into the book: a curious nagging note of 
govemessy priggishness. 

'Only connect’, though what must be connected is something 
radicr different, might be the motto also of A Passaije to Ituiia (1924), a 
much more successful nos'el. Why more successful it is easy to sec. 
His vcr\' subject of India, witli its clashes of race, religion, and colour, 
compelled Fonter to interpret his values in terms of a concrete 
situation taken from contemporary history. The complicated plot 
had to disappe.ar. Instead, within the brilhantly described world of 
conventional Anglo-Indian relations, we have the attempts, fumbling 
yet moving, of English and Indian—Mrs Moore, Adda Quested, 
Fielding on the one hand. Dr Aziz on die odicr - to make contact as 
human beings. They fail — the mysterious event in die Marabar 
Caves seems to represent a perverseness in die very nature of tilings. 
In one way, the attempts at contact have merely exacerbated die 
Anglo-Indian situation. And yet ... 

The ‘and vet’ indicates die ambiguity at die heart not only of the 
novel but of Forster's attitude to life. India, he has written, is not a 
myster)-, it is a muddle; and herein it is very much like life itself as 
Forster sees it. The novel e.xists on two planes and has a different 
meaning according to die plane wc choose to concentrate on. There 
is the plane of realism, and here Forster’s great gifts of sadre and of 
sympatiiv, his liumour and understanding, arc seen to their fullest 
advantage. All liis previous cridcisms of die ‘undeveloped heart’ arc 
summed up in liis descripdons of die behaviour of die English at 
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Chandrapore; all his sympathy with tliose who seek rcalin-, who feel 
the necessity to connea, are implicit in his presentation and analysis 
of Mrs Moore, Adda, Fielding, and Aziz; while his liumour and 
understAndmg arc wonderfully embodied in die evocations of Hin¬ 
duism and its ceremonies* On this level. A Passage to InJia is a superb 
realistic novel, and its conclusion, with Aziz and Ficldiinj meeting on 
horse-back in a native state years after Aziz's trial, is what the facts 
of the novel dictate: 


‘Why ain’t we be friends now?* said the otlier, holding liiin affec- 
tionatcly, 'It’s what I want. It’s what you want/ 

But the horses didn’t want it - they swci^-cd apart; the earth didn’t 
want it, sending up rocks through which riders must pass sinylc file- 
the temples, the tank, the jail, the palace, the birds, the carrion, the 
^uest House, tlut came into view as they issued from die pap and saw 
Mau beneath: they didn’t want it. they said in their hundred voices: 
No, not yet, and the sky said: ‘No. not there.' 


But on the otlier pl.mc on which A Passage lo huUa exists this 

conclusion is contradicted. Reconciliation is possible; and it comes 

about dirough die figure of Mrs Moore, the old English lady on 

whom India has such a strange effert and who becomes, after she 

leaves India to die on tlie voyage home, almost a local goddess. She is 

not presented as an especially remarkable old lady; but she has her 

moments of perception, she expresses Forster's own awaraiess of the 

nature of tilings; and when Adela at the trial suddenly perceives 

reality and knows that whatever did happen in the Caves - and tliat 

we never know - certainly Aziz didn’t assault her, it is, as it were. 

tlirough Mrs Moore’s eyes that she secs. And it is significant tliat 

when Fielding appears in die last part of die novel it is as the husband 
of her daughter. 


Mrs Moore seems to me a wholly successful symbol. What she 
means cannot be paraphrased, though one might make many guesses 
about her significance. She is among other things obviously a Magna 
Mater figure, older dian English and Indian and the strife between 
them. When Forster attempted through a cognate figure, Mrs Wilcox, 
a similar reconciliation in Howard's End, he failed completely. Witli 
Mrs Moore lie succeeds. The symbol works; the figure of Mrs Moore 
broods over die novel, not benignly, anything but that, but as a 
symbol of acceptance, of unconscious life going on heedless of the 
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disputes of the passing moment. Mrs Moore, one feels, will be there 
when England and India alike have been forgotten. 

Forster is a novelist difficult to assess: he can be as easily over¬ 
estimated as under-estimated. As the moralist expressing himself 
through the novel of social comedy, he seems to me fully the equal 
of Meredith, which means that here he is surpassed by no English 
novelist since Jane Austen. As a poetic novelist, a symbolist, he fails, 
except in A Passage to India, whether we compare him cidicr with 
Hawdiomc or witli D. H. Lawrence. Yet it is impossible to regret 
the symbolism or to regret diat he did not confine himself wholly to 
social comedv. Had he done so he would not have been Forster. 


igi4 (^nd After 


‘On or about December 1910 liuman nature cliangcd.’ When Vir¬ 
ginia Woolf made tliis pronouncement at Cambridge in 1924 to the 
undergraduate audience of her lecture A/r CciihiM and. Mrs Brown, 
she was not being wliimsical: slie was violently over-stating a faa in 
order to shock her listeners into recognition of it. The fact is this: 
that though human nature may not change, men’s notions ot their 
nature do, and one such change occurred roughly during the first 
decade of the twentieth century. Professor Isaacs has pointed out, in 
his An Assessment of TwiUticth-Ceniury LiifriUiire. that Virginia 
Woolf’s choice of date was not arbitrary: December 1910 was the 
date of the first London cxliibition of Post-Impressionist paintings, 
organized by her friends Roger Fry and Desmond MacCarthy. For 
most English people interested in art this cxliibition was tlieir first 
gUmpse of die work of Cezanne, Van Gogh, Picasso, and Madsse. 
It proclaimed that Impressionism was dead and that a wcll-estabUshed 
movement in vigorous reaction against it was in existence, rescuing 
the object from the circumambient air and light into which die Im¬ 
pressionists had all but dissolved it. And here die kinsliip of the 
theories of Impressionism in painting and Naturalism in fiction 
sliouid be rcmenibcrcd. 

Virginia Woolf herself quotes as the first signs of this cli.uigc in 
man’s idea of hinisclf Butler's The IVay of All fUsh and the plays of 
Bernard Shaw. There were otlicrs as significant. Clickl^ov s short 
stories appeared hi English in 1909; Dostoevsky's novels did not begin 
to appear in Constance Garnett’s influential translations until 19*2, 
but there had been earlier English versions, and tlic great Russian was 
also known here tltrough French renderings. In Vienna, iTcud had 
already laid the foundations of psyclio-analysis, and tliough he was 
not yet published in England he and Jung had lectured, ui 1909. hi 
the United States. At least one can say tliat liis tlicorics were in die air. 

All these instances have one thing in common: they emphasize the 
individual human being, die hidividual sensibility, die individual 
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reacrion. There is a complete shift from the Naturahsde point of view 
of man, as we find it m Moore and Bennett, in which the great shaping 
force on die individual is environment, and the related Socialist point 
of view, which dominated Wells, tliat a change in the ordering of 
society would of itself change the men and women who live in it. The 
shift was strcngtlicned by the results of the 1914-18 war, which 
discredited so many institutions, and it goes far to explain a curious 
fact about our fiction at tliis time. In 1914, die most promising young 
English novelists appeared to be Hugh Walpole, Compton Mackenzie, 
J. D. Beresford, Gilbert Cannan, W. L. George, and D. H. Lawrence. 
Of dicse only Lawrence appeared in die post-war period as a signifi¬ 
cant novelist, a literar)' force. The odiers went on writing - except 
George, who died, and Cannan — often with distinction and certainly 
as professional novelists of great skill; they acliievcd wide public fame 
but added nothing of more than passing interest to die novel. Wal¬ 
pole’s best novel, Mr Perrin and Mr Traill, wliich is still worth reading, 
the novel from which stems most of die fiction and drama dealing 
with its subject of sclioolmasters, was written when he was twenty- 
seven, in ipn. Similarly, Compton Mackenzie’s best novel. Sinister 
Sirt'ct, wliich expressed die feelings of a whole generation of young 
men about Oxford, appeared in 1913-14, and Beresford’s finest work. 
The History of Jacob Stahl, an autobiograpliical novel in die direct 
line from Samuel Butler, in 1911. These novelists survived, but sur¬ 
vived into a cliiingcd world in wliicli the novelists whose works were 
the growing points of die future in fiedon bore very diiferent names, 
those of D. H. L.-iwrcncc (18S5-1930), Dorodiy Ricliardson (b. 1882), 
Virginia Woolf (1882-1941), and James Joyce (1882-1941), novelists 
with an entirely different and new approach to the art of tiedon. 

It is still too early to assess eidicr die total achievement or the 
total signitieanco of these novelists, for nvo of diem, Joyce and 
Lawrence, violently unlike though they are, were writers of very 
formidable original genius. It somedmes seems diat no literary form 
can aff ord genius of extreme revoludonaty’ talent too often, for the 
consequences in.iv easily be a temporary shattering ot it. Somediing 
like this seems to liave happened in the novel in our time. None of the 
best living novelists has cscapcJ, in one way or another, die influence 
of at least one ot die four, yet it is plain that after diirt)’ years Lawrence 
and Joyce arc still well ahead of any English novelist writing to-day. 
They are as advanced now as they were then. For novelists to-day they 


343 


1914 AND AFTER 

pose a problem the solution to which is probably vital to tlie future 
of the novel as a serious literary form. Their technical innovations, 
which were a result of their view of man’s nature, were such that 
they wrecked the whole structure of the novel as we have normally 
conceived it. Yet if the novel is to fulfil its purpose as the agent, in 
Tr illin g^ phrase, of die moral imagination, structure is as necessary 
as ever it was. At the same time, no later writers can afford to neglect 
the discoveries of these novelists. The problem is how to marry dicsc 
discoveries to an adequate conception of struaure. No one has yet 
succeeded in solving the problem on a large scale, but it is because 
they have solved it, or partly solved it, within the limits they have 
set themselves diat we can consider Graham Greene, Joyce Cary, 
Elizabeth Bowen, Henry Green, Anthony Powell, L. P. Hartley, 
James Hanley, and P. H. Newby as among the most significant 
English novelists at present writing. 

Since the time has not yet come for a full judgement of the achieve¬ 
ment of Joyce, Lawrence, Virginia Woolf, and Dorothy Richardson, 
though die two latter have probably already fallen into perspective 
as the smallest ulents of the four, iHl one can do here is briefly to 
indicate their aims and attempt a purely personal assessment. They 
were not, of course, anything like a school; they were as various as 
four contemporaries could be; the one diing that unites them 
is their common reaction, its intensity differing with each, against 
the Naturalise tradition, in wliich each in some measure began 
writing. 

Their quarrel with their Naturalist forbears, wdiich for diem meant 
Bennett. Wells, and Galsworthy, turned, as quarrels between literary 
generations so often do, on die meaning of reality and the real. 
Virginia Woolf took it upon herself to speak for her fellows in Mr 
Bennett and Mrs Drown. The distinctive quality of the novelist, she 
says, is a permanent interest in character in itself . Bennett, she 
admits, would agree with tliis: ‘He says that it is only if the characters 
arc real diat the novel has any chance of surviving.’ She turns the 
tables on him by suggesting that his characters, and those of Wells 
and Galsworthy, arc not real. ’They have laid an enormous stress upon 
the fabric of diings. They have given us a house in the hope that we 
may be able to deduce die human beings who live there. She stales 
her whole point radicr more carefully in a famous passage in her 
essay ’The Modem Novel’, in The Contnion Reader'. 
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Admitting the vagueness which afflicts all criticism of novels, let us 
hazard the opinion that for us at this moment the form of fiction most 
in vogue more often misses than secures the thing we seek. Whether 
we call it life or spirit, truth or reality, this, the essential thing, has 
moved off, or on, and refuses to be contained any longer in such ill- 
fitting vestments as we provide. Nevertheless, we go on perscveringly, 
conscientiously, constructing our two and thirty chapters after a 
design wliich more and more ceases to resemble the vision in our 
minds. So nuuh of the enormous labour of proving the solidity, the 
likeness to life, of the story is not merely labour thrown away but 
labour misplaced to the e.\tent of obscurijig and blotting out the light 
of the conception. The writer seems constrained, not by his own free 
will but by some powerful and ujiscrupulous t^’rant who has him in 
thrall, to provide a plot, to provide comedy, tragedy, love interest, and 
an air of probability cmb.ilming the whole so impeccable dial if all liis 
figures were to conic to life they would find diemsclvcs dressed down 
to the last button of their coats ui the fashion of the hour. The tyrant 
is obeyed; the novel is done to a turn. But sometimes, more and more 
often as time goes by, we suspect a momentary doubt, a spasm of 
rebellion, as the pages fill themselves in the customary way. Is life like 
tliis? Must novels be like this? 

Look within and life, it seems, is very far from being ‘like this’. 
Examine for a moment an ordinary mind on an ordinary day. The 
mind receives a myriad impressions - trivial, fantastic, evanescent, or 
engraved with the slurpncss of steel. From all sides they come, an 
incessant shower of inmunerablc atoms; and as they fall, as they shape 
dicmselves into the life of Monday or Tuesday, the accent falls differ¬ 
ently from c»f old; the moment of importance came not here but there; 
so ih.it, if a writer were a free man and not a slave, if he could write 
wh.it lie chose, not what he must, if he could base his work upon his 
own feeling and not upon convention, there would be no plot, no 
comedy, no tragedy, no love interest or catastrophe in the accepted 
sense, and perliaps not a single button sewn on as the Bond Street 
tailors would h.ivc it. Life is not a series of gig-lamps symmetrically 
arranged; life is a luminous halo, a semi-transparent envelope surround¬ 
ing us from the beginning of consciousness to the end. Is it not the task 
of the novelist to convey this varying, tliis unknown and uncircum¬ 
scribed spirit, whatever aberration or coinplexiry it may display, with 
as little mixture of the alien and external as possible? 

Protessor Isaacs, in An Assessment of Twentieth Centiiry Literature, 
has provided us with a valuable gloss on the passage by setting 
beside it a quotation from William James’s Principles of Psychology, 
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published in 1890, wliich Virginia Woolf seems to have had in mind: 

Every definite image in the mind is steeped and dyed in the free 
water that flows round it. The significance, the value of tlie image is 
all in this halo or penumbra that surrounds and escorts it. 

The quotation continues: 

Consciousness docs not appear to itself chopped up in bits. ... It is 
notliing jointed; it flows. ... Let us call it the stream of thought. C'f 
consciousness, or of subjective life. 

The phrase ‘stream of consciousness’ was t.aken over - first, it scorns, 
by May Suiclair, in 1918, reviewing Dorotliy Richardson’s novels 
— to denote the new method of rendering consciousness in itself 
as it flows from moment to moment, a method used with v.irying 
degrees of intensit)' by Dorothy Richard.son, Joyce, and Virginia 
Woolf, though never by Lawrence. A simple modific-ition of the 
tccluiiquc is this p.assage from Joyce’s L'lysscs-, Mr liloom is seated in 
a carriage on his way to a funeral: 

As they turned into Dcrkelcy Street a street organ near the Basin 
sent over and after them a rollicking rattling song of the halls. 1 las any¬ 
body here seen Kelly? Kay ec double ell w^. Dead march from S.ml. 
He’s as bad as old Antonio. He left me on my ownio. Pirouette! Tlie 
Mater Miserieordiac. Ecclcs Street. My house down there. Big place. 
Ward for incurables there. Very cncour.iging. Our Lady’s Hospice for 
the dying. Deadhousc handy underneath. Wlicre old Mrs Riordan 
died. They look terrible tlie ws)inen. Her feeding cup and rubbing her 
mouth with the spoon. Then the screen round her bed for her to die. 
Nice young student that was dressed that bite the bee gave me. He’s 
gone over to the lymg-in hospital they told me. From one c.Mrcine to 
the other. 

There we are uisidc Bloom’s mind. The old barriers between tlie 
reader and the novelist’s characters arc down. The novelist as medi¬ 
ator has almost disappeared. In the past, even in James and Conrail, 
tlie novelist figured as reporter or historian, recounting a sequence of 
actions ended before die rc.ider takes up the novel to read. But witli 
Joyce and Dorothy Richardson and Virginia Woolf, we, as readers, 
arc as it were at the cutting-edge of the characters’ minds; we share 

the continuous present of their consciousness. There is, obviouslv, 

* ^ • 
an immense gain in uuimacy and immediacy. We know Bloom and 
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Dorotliy Ricliardson*s Miriam in a way we know no characters in 
fiction before them. Whether we know tlicm more truly than we do 
Fielding’s Booth, Jane Austen’s Emma, or George Eliot’s Dorothea 
Brooke is another question. 

Who first invented tlic stream of consciousness technique and what 
were its sources are questions more interesting tlian important. Some- 
tliing like it occurs intermittently in many novelists of tlie past when 
dealing witli characters whose mental control is lax; there arc obvious 
instances in Richardson, Smollett, Maria Edgeworth, and of course 
Dickens. Sometliing like it, too, often occurs when characters sur¬ 
render themselves to impassioned self-scrutiny: Professor Isaacs 
quotes Emma here. Tristram Sliamiy may be taken as a stream-of* 
consciousness novel in its own right now; after Joyce and Virginia 
Woolf it no longer looks the sport in our fiction that it did. No 
doubt as a conscious technique die stream of consciousness derives 
from what in die first decade of the century was the new science of 
psycJiology, at first from William James, diough Joyce, who pushed 
the method to its furdiest, in Ulysses (1925), certainly knew all about 
Jung’s invention of free-association tests as a tool in psycho-therapy; 
dicsc had been dcvbcd in Zurich, die city in which Joyce was living. 
Given the scicndfic audiorit)’, along with some liints from the past, 
and die technique was bom; translate the first pages of James’s 77 ie 
li''iii^s of the Dove, in wliich Kate Croy’s diouglits and sense-im¬ 
pressions arc reported in oratio obliqua, into oratio recta and you have 
the stream of consciousness. 

But die first novelist deliberately to employ the tecliniquc was 
Dorothy Richardson, whose novel Poitueii Roofs (1915) w’as the 
beginning of a dozen novels wliich together compose the single 
work PiJ^rima^e, completed in 1935. Pi[iirima^e satisfies Virginia 
Woolf's requirements in that it contains in die accepted sense no plot, 
no comedy, no tragedy, no love interest or catastrophe; there is only 
Miriam Henderson, living from day to day, experiencing, feeling, 
reacting to die stimuli of die outside world of people and diings: life 
for Miriam is precisely ‘an incessant shower of innumerable atoms’, 
and reading, we live widiin her in an eternal present. 

Pil^rima^e is a remarkable acliicvement, and yet, ha\’ing read it 
once, it is not. I think, 3 novel one wishes to return to. In die end, one 
is bored, bored by Miriam and by the method of rendering her. This 
is not so at first. The first volumes, recounting MirLim’s life as a 
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governess in a school in Germany, are remarkable in their freshness; 
the day-to-day flux of the very inielligenc girl’s moods and sensibility 
to the world outside her and the people who dwell m it, is enchant- 
ingly caught. We experience Miriam’s own individual re-creation of 
her world from moment to moment. But when she returns to Eng¬ 
land, falls in love and is disappointed, against a background of 
advanced thought, it is another matter. Miriam’s momentar)’ percep¬ 
tions are often delightful; Iier aspirations arc not; they are dull even 
in their worthiness. And at the end we are left wondering wliat is the 
significance of it all, what has it all amounted to. One feels, indeed, 
that for Dorothy Richardson, as sometimes for Virginia Woolf, the 
world exists only to provide fodder, as it were, for die voracious 
sensibility of her charaacr. Of Pil^rima^e it might be said that if one 
robbed Adiriam of her sensibility there would be not only no novel 
and no Miriam but also no world at all. 

But Pilgrimage raises another problem: how, if die novelist’s 
material is to be extreme subjectively, the movement of the mind 
from moment to moment, widi the phenomena of the cxtcnial world 
merely reflected in it or picked out sporadically as the head-lamps 
of a motor-car briefly illuminate objects widiin their range, how is 
structure to be retained at all? How arc limits to be set? On what 
principle is die selection of thoughts, sense-impressions, and associa¬ 
tions diat must stand for the whole flow of mental activic\’, to be 
made? It is impossible, with Pilgrimage, to speak of structure or form 
at all. There is selection, but it is largely die selection of censorship in 
the Freudian sense, which is very much a negative form of selection: 
there are whole areas of a woman’s experience Miriam is never 
allowed to be conscious of; she might still be living in a ninctccnth- 
century novel. And wc arc the more keenly aware of diis because of 
the strcam-of-consciousncss technique. 

How impose significance on die flux? In a sense, tlie whole subject 
of Virginia Woolf’s novels is tliis very quesdon; when one tJiinks in 
the abstract of a t^'picaJ Virginia Woolf character one scctns to sec a 
tiny figure on tiptoe eagerly grasping a butterfly-net alert to snare die 
significant, the transcending moment as it flies. Mrs Woolf’s cliarac- 
ters are always in search of a pattern in the flux diat shall give meaning 
to the whole, and Mrs Woolf herself is as it were seeking a pattern of 
meaning through diem. One feels all die time in lier work an in- 
tuidon akin to Pater’s belief: ‘Every moment some form grows more 
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perfect in hand or face; some tone on the hills or the sea is choicer 
than the rest; some mood of passion or insight or intellectual excite¬ 
ment is irresistibly real and attractive for — for that moment only/ It 
comes out in such a passage as this from Mrs Dalhway (1925): 

‘What arc they looking at?’ said Clarissa Dalloway to the maid who 
opened her door. 

Tlic hall of the house was cool as a vault. Mrs Dalloway raised her 
hand to her eyes, and, as the maid shut the door to, and she heard the 
swish of Lucy’s skirts, she felt like a nun who has left the world and 
feels fold roujid her the familiar veils and the response to old devotions. 
The cook was wliistling in the kitchen. She heard the click of the type¬ 
writer. It was her life, and, bending her head over the hall tabic, she 
bowed beneath die influence, felt blessed ajid purified, saying to 
herself, as slic took the pad with die telephone message on it, how 
moments like these arc buds on the tree of life, flowers of darkness they 
are. she thought (as if some lovely rose had blossomed for her eyes 
alone); not for a moment did she believe in God; but all die more, she 
tliouglit, taking up the pad, must one repay in daily life to servants, 
yes, to dogs and canaries, above all to Richard her husband, who was 
die foundation of it - of the gay sounds, of the green lights, of the 
cook even wliistling, for Mrs Walker was Irish and whistled all day 
long - one must pay back from this secret deposit of exquisite moments, 
she thought, lifting the pad, wliilc Lucy stood by her, trying to explain 
how ... 

Like Pater’s, licr atdtuJc to experience is aesthetic. Transience is the 
very stulf of her material. In a novel like Mrs Dalloway one sees life 
as in a state of constant creation, changing endlessly from moment 
to moment, like a fountain, die moment being die individual drop of 
water of die fountain. Mrs Woolf’s characters are abnormally aware 
of die moment as it passes, and this very awareness gives it a remark¬ 
able complexit)-, for it is compounded not only of the cliaracter’s 
diought, feeling, mood at die instant of apprehension but also of a 
most delicate sensuous diough perhaps not more dian half-conscious 
apprehension ol the physical world in which the character moves; 
and at the same time die moment c.xpcricnccd is bound to and re¬ 
capitulates moments of similar experience in the past through the 
links of association. Here Virginia Woolf is constandy doing on a 
small scale what Proust did in A la Rtclicrche du Temps Perdu. 

What happens in a Virginia Woolf novel is on the face of it un- 
iniportant. In Airs Dalloway a fasliionable lady gives a part)', a man 
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who has been in love with her comes back from India, a young man 
soffering from war neurosis commits suicide. In To ihe Lighthouse 
the issue is simply wlictlicr or not a family on holiday in the Hebrides 
will be able to row out to the hghthouse. In The limes action in any 
normal sense is dispensed with altogether. Yet even so slmht as action 
is in her novels, it is enough for Virginia Woolf’s purposes. Her an 
has a bubble-like iridescence, and part of its end is simpl\- to convc>- a 
bubblc-hkc evanescence; but this docs not mean tlie world created in 
it is anything but solid: In A/rs Dalhii’ay, for inst.ince, one aspect of 
the London scene is rendered as perfectly and as vividlv as .anywhere 
m Ccuon; London is as much ‘tlierc’ as in the novels of Dickens or in 
The Princess Casamasshia for all that it is not in anv sense a detach¬ 
able background but caught, reflected, and refracted dirough die 
consciousness of die characters moving dirough it. 

But how docs Virginia Woolf manage to give significance to licr 
charaaers moments of perception out of which her novels are nude? 
She docs so in a number of ways. First, the succession of moments 
can be enough, as with Clarissa Dalloway and Peter Walsh, to re¬ 
capitulate the lives of the cliaracters apprehending them. Then, 
again as in Mrs Dalloway, individual characters arc brought into 
relationship with a number of others of whose existence the)’ may be 
quite ignorant, brought into relarionsliip by sliarcd experience, of 
watcliing a motor-car in which die Queen may be sitting on its pro¬ 
gress through die West End, of gazing at an aeroplane sky-writinc, 
even of being vaguely aware of the chimes of Big Ben striking 
through the day. These togedicr, in Mrs Dalloway, create the illusion 

of many lives lived simultaneously, of a specific place and a sense of 
comm unify. 

In her last novel, in some respects her most successful, lietweeti the 
Acts (i 9 i 4 )» she sets die action, which is pl.iycd out m a country 
house in whose grounds a pageant is to be held, ag.iiiist tlie \s hole 
background of the history of life. She presents, as it were m capsule 
form, in die setting of a summer day in die Enulish countr)sidc 
just before die war the whole epic of die human story, racial as well 
as national. 

In To the Lighthouse, apart from the beautifully suggested rcl.!- 
tionship between Mrs Ramsay and her husband .ami cliiWrcn, a 
powerful unifying factor is the lighthouse itself, which becomes a 
symbol cariy’ing many meanings. In To the Liohihoiise too, in the 
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second part of tlic novel, which is an interlude between the two 
periods of the action, time itself is evoked; rather as in The IVaves 
the soliloquies of the characters are set in the context of nine passages 
descriptive of tlic sun’s progress over the sea from first Ught to night. 

Some of these devices making for unity seem to me much more 
successful than others and to be successful, indeed, almost in inverse 
ratio to their ambition. It has become customary to write of Virginia 
Woolf as though she were essentially a poet who happened to use the 
medium of prose. But she is at her weakest when she is most con¬ 
sciously the poet, and die interludes in T)ie IVaves and die celebration 
of time in To the Lighthouse, suifer from the usual faults of prose- 
poetry; they appear over-written and pretentious and, in my view, 
can stand very little close examination. And to put character in juxta¬ 
position widi descriptions of the sea or of die ravages of time is not 
necessarily to integrate them. The unity and significance arc factitious, 
imposed from without. These arc much more satisfactorily realized 
when, at the end of To the Lighthouse, Lily Briscoe suddenly com¬ 
pletes the painting she has been working on for years. Almost by 
chance, her vision, wluch among odicr dungs is her vision of Mrs 
Ramsay and cverv’diing diat has happened in the Ramsays’ house, is 
set down. For Virginia Woolf art alone can impose order on the flux 
of lives lived in time; art is her substitute for religion, and die artist’s 
act of creation an equivalent of the mystic’s intuition. 

It is not quite accurate to speak of the stream of consciousness in 
relation to Virginia Woolf’s rendering of character, at any rate as 
we know it in l.^orodiy Richardson's and Joyce's fiction. What she 
uses is a very deft adaptation of it, which suggests rather di.in ever 
quite follows it. The nature ot licr characters alone made die use of 
die full stream of consciousness impossible. Her cliaractcrs arc higliJy 
articulate and quite abnormally self-aware, watching their thoughts 
and feelings die whole time as Leopold and Marion Bloom never do. 
Lideed, the movement of die mind as Virginia Woolf describes it is 
closely .akin to die nature of the self as seen by Peter Walsh in Adrs 
Dolloit'ay: 

For tins is the truth about our soul, he thought, or self, who fish-like 
inhabits deep seas and plies between obscurities threading her way 
between the boles of gi.int weeds ov'cr sun-flickered spaces and on and 
on into gloom, cold, deep, inscrutable; suddenly she shoots to the 
surface and sports on die wind-wrinkled waves; tliat is, has a positive 
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need to brush, scrape, kindle hcnclf, gossiping. What did die Govern¬ 
ment mean - Richard Dalloway would know - to do about India? 

There is in her work a rendering, vivid almost to die point of the 
ha l l ucinatory, of die scene and busdc of everyday living refracted 
through the consciousness of die character, together with the very 
strong sense, below it, of a mind engaged in perpetual soliloquy, 
obsessed with a quesdon that is alwa^’s the same. We deduce the 
continuous existence of the soliloquy from the moments when 
suddenly it breaks through the surface of evcr>-day living; indeed, in 
The Waves soliloquy breaks clean through altogether, and we are 
presented with charaaers, taken up at selected points in their hves, 
whose sole end is to soliloquize; the actions they perform in cver^’day 
life have to be inferred from their soliloquies. 

Virginia Woolf is a novelist of very narrow limits. It is absurd 
to say she could not create character; her characters arc thoroughly 
convincing. But die range of diosc she creates is very small. They 
belong not only to a certain class, die upper middle-class intelligentsia, 
but also to a certain temperament. They tend to think and feel alike, 
to be the aesthetes of one set of sensations; they drink and feel and 
express dicir thoughts and feelings, in fact, exaedy as Virginia Woolf 
herself does in such non-fiction works as Mr Beunett and Mrs Brown 
and A Room of One’s Own. They arc distinguished by a discriminating 
intelligence and an acute self-consciousness which weave a close sieve 
through which the greater part of the common experiences of life will 
not pass. 

At present, the reaction against licr work is probably at its greatest, 
and I must admit to sharing in it. Mucli of her fiction seems to me 
marred by portentousness, and I cannot escape the feeling that from 
time to time the exercise of sensibility lias become an end in itself. 
Nor do the moments of revelation and illumination always seem 
illuminative in any very real sense; but rather a succession of short, 
sharp female gasps of ecstasy; an impression intensified by Mrs 
Woolf’s use of the semi-colon where die comma is orduiarily enough. 
All the same, it is difficult not to believe tliat the future will see her as 
an indubitable minor master in the novel, who expressed widi lyrical 
intensity her apprehension of the beauty and terror of life. 

James Joyce, whose talents were so much greater, will be regarded 
as much more than diis. It is the very magnitude of his talents and 
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ambitions tliat makes him so difficult to assess now. We are altogether 
too near to him. For my owm part, to limit the discussion to Ulysses, 
after repeated readings I am still unable to see the novel as a whole. 
Whether it is a whole or a magnificent ruin I do not yet know; but it 
seems important to note that tlie more arduous one’s attempts to come 
to a decision the greater tlic novel appears. The difficulty lies in 
its complexity. It is a bewildering network of associations and cross- 
references, or radier, it consists of layer upon layer of such networks, 
and die problem is to decide which of the layers arc truly significant 
and which merely pedantic elaborations, for it has, I think, to be 
admitted that among odicr diings Joyce was a pedant on the most 
formidable scale, with a quite obsessive sense of reladonsliips and 
correspondences. The problem has not been made the easier for die 
layman by die vast literature that now accretes round Joyce’s work. 
Twelve years alter his deadi one has already to talk about die layman 
where Joyce is concerned, for die compiling of works of exegesis of 
Llysscs and Fititicgatis IVake has become a major academic industry, 
especially in die United States, I write on Joyce as a layman. 

Tlic tirst diing that needs stressing, it seems to me, is that, whatever 
else he is not, Joyce is a very great comic writer, a comic writer of the 
quality of Rabelais and Sterne. In my view diis is the most useful 
point of departure from which to approach him. In Ulysses Joyce, 
more than Fielding ever did, is wridng the comic epic, and die epic 
basis is even more essential to him dun it was to Fielding. It was 
essential, in the beginning, because it provided him widi a structure 
for his novel. It does something else, too, diough how far successfully 
is stil) a question. 

riic action of Ulysses covers one specific day - rather less than the 
wliole twcnt\’-four hours - in Dublin in 1904. The Ulvsscs of the tide ' 
is the Jewish adverdscnietit space salesman Leopold Bloom; die 
I eleniaclius is Stephen Dedalus, a young poet whom wc mav take as 
Jo) ce himself as a yoimg man - he lias already appeared as die central 
diameter of Joyce’s autobiograpliical novel A Pertmit of the Artist 
as a Young Man (iQib); I’cnclope is Bloom's wife. Marion. Nothing 
I xtraordinar)- happens. Bloom and Dedalus wander about the city, 
their paclis cross, towards die end of tlic novel they conic tot^cdicr in a 
brothel and Bloom takes Dedalus home widi liini. During die course 
of rhe day Bloom goes to die butcher’s to buy a kidney for breakfast, 
visits a newspaper office, calls in at die National Library, attends a 
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funeral, has an erotic day-dream about a young girl, drops in at the 
students’ common room of a mateniity hospital. During die day, too, 
his wife is unfaithful to him. Dedalus quarrels widi the young men he 
lives with, teaches in a school, propounds his dicory of Hamlet at the 
National Library, goes to die brothel, and is rescued by Bloom. 

Each episode in die novel is made to correspond with an episode in 
the Odyssey; and one can see the vinue of diis for Joyce, however 
strained the parallels may sometimes appear. The separate episodes in 
Homer’s story were, so to speak, die co-ordinates by which Joyce 
could plot liis own vision of life during one Dublin day. Incidentally, 
he produced a parody of Homer which could also be taken as a 
criticism of twentieth-century life, a representation of what the heroic 
shrinks to in an age of tmijiisme. But by basing lus stor>' in Homer, 
Joyce docs something more dian diat. He expresses the universal in 
die pardcular; Bloom, Dedalus, and Marion Bloom become modem 
versions of archcrypal figures, and we are to feel die presence of the 
archetypes behind them. 

That at least is the theory. Whedier it works I am not sure. Ulysses 
docs not seem to me to throw light on Homer’s epic; and 1 doubt if, 
apart from die matter of structure, die Odyssey notably illuminates 
Joyce’s novel. I diink it is more fruitful to regard die parallel with 
Homer as a means towards a severely practical purpose rather than as 
an end. And in a way Joyce himself seems to have felt tliJs. For 
Dedalus is not only Telcmachus, he is Hamlet, or at any rate an 
aspect of Hamlet; and it is out of this diat the organic structure of the 
novel arises. Dedalus, having spumed his modier and renounced his 
father, is in search of a fadier-flgurc, a spiritual fadier: Bloom, whose 
only son has died in infancy, is looking for a son; and in a shadowy 
way Dedalus and Bloom find what they want in each other. 

But ail tills merely toucht*s the fringe of Ulysses. What Joyce is out 
to sliow is nothing less than all hfe, ^ history, contained in a single 
day in Dublin in 1904. He is writing Virginia Woolf’s Deiteccn the 
Acts on a gargantuan scale, though Ulysses preceded that novel by 
almost t\venty years. It attempts to encompass the whole of life; it 
takes in birth and death; and whatever it deals with is done in terms 
of astonishing virtuosity. When, for instance. Bloom is with die 
medical students at die maternity liospital, the episode is related in a 
series of parodies of the English language from its earliest forms to its 
manifestations in modern newspaper journalism. This is one of die 
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most wonderful feats of literary virtuosity ever performed; and it is 
also a wonderful piece of comic writing. But it is not gratuitous 
virtuosity. The students are waiting for a child to be bom, and the 
parodies of the successive stages in the development of language arc 
Joyce’s way of mirroring the development of the embiy’o in the 
womb. ‘Ontogenesis repeats phylogenesis.’ But even that docs not 
represent the whole of Joyce’s intention, which is to give yet another 
instance ot how a single event contiins all the events of its kind, how 
all liistory is recapitulated in the happenings of one day. 

There is no real analogy to Ulysses, though a rough comparison 
would be with a much-scored palimpsest, or one of chose archeo¬ 
logical sites tli.ic reveal, the deeper the excavators dig, layer after layer 
ol successive civilizations. Presumably, the day will come when tlic 
scholiasts have laid bare all the possible meanings, references, parallels, 
correspondences, so artfully embedded in the text. Will interest in 
the novel tlicn be cxliausted? If it is, Ulysses will have been proved 
a gigantic still-birth. But it may be that the real fructifying interest in 
the novel will begin to operate only after the scholiasts have finished 
their work. In any case, it is cxceeduigly unlikely chat tlicy would 
ever liavc begun it but for Ulysses' obvious and immediate virtues 
as a novel. Beside these, its mythological and cryptographic aspects 
seem to me of secondary interest, important only for the light they 
throw on the work as a novel. 

Ulysses must be the most thorougldy documented novel in die 
language. Where the background of Dublin is concerned, it would be 
possible almost to use it as a guide-book to ebe city; no place in fiction 
has ever been rc-created in such detail, and it is re-created in the detail 
of one particular day in history. But dae re-crearion is not diat of a 
museum piece. Part ofjoycc’s triumph b the intensely living quality 
he gives to his Dublin; it is like an clement in which the characters 
live. Indeed, it pcr\'adcs them, flows dirough them, all die time, for 
it is through them, as dicy walk its streets and arc aware of its im¬ 
pinging on the peripher)' of their consciousnesses, that we principally 
know it. Ulysses is, and had to be for Joyce’s purposes, an intensely 
local novel. 

», The three main characters we know almost wholly from the inside, 
Init Joyce’s way of rendering their inner Hves differs with each. 

1 he ch.iractcrs in Virginia Woolf's novels tend to think and experi¬ 
ence the moment as Virginia Woolf herself docs; dicy share her 
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sensibility and her mode of apprehension. But it is impossible from 
Ulysses to say wliat Joyce’s sensibility is like or his mode of 

apprehension is. Stephen Dcdalus says, in A Portrait of the Artist: 

The artist, like the God of creation, remains within or behind or 
beyond or above liis handiwork, invisible, refined out of c.vastence, 
indifferent, paring liis fuigcr-nails. 

Joyce himself is refined out of existence in Ulysses; as much as Plau- 
bert, his chief literary ancestor, he is outside liis creation - or almost. 
Bloom, Marion, and Dedalus think, feel, and speak in utterly diH'ercnt 
ways; Joyce perfects a separate style for each of them, as contrasted as 
the cliaracters. 

Joyce uses the streain-of-consciousness method most thorouglily 
in his treatment of Marion Bloom. She enters the novel as a character 
in her own right only at the end; her tlioughts, poured out pell-mell 
form its tremendous climax. She is in bed at night, relaxed, drowsy 
after love, isolated from any contact with the world outside, so diat 
the How of her thoughts, her erotic reverie, her memories of love, and 
her speculations about Bloom and Dedalus, can proceed in spate, 
unchecked, uninhibited, unpunctuated - and here it may be remarked 
that Dorothy Richardson said tliat ‘feminine prose ... should 
properly be unpunctuated, moving from point to point witJiout 
formal obstructions.’ But die justification of a method is in wliat it 
produces, and in his rendering of Marion Bloom Joyce creates an 
image offcmalencss that can be compared only witli Chaucer’s Wife 
of Bath. Marion Bloom has the fullness, the rankness, the sensuality, 
the whole-hearted acceptance of life of a Magna Mater, an cartli- 
goddess. 

Widi Bloom, Joyce suggests rather dian fully records the stream 
of consciousness. As Bloom walks through Dublin, stray diouglits 
flicker through liis mind like fishes, thoughts suggested by whatever 
business he is about, by things that catch his eye in the streets, by 
smells diat assail his nostrils; and all the time, coining sometimes to 
consciousness through association widi these sense-impressions, below 
the surface froth of thoughts arc certain perin.anent preoccup.itions: 
die void in liis life because of his child’s deadi, his father's suicide, his 
humiliadon as a cuckold. Ids feeling of being, as a Jew, an outsider. 
Again the justification of the mediod is in the results. We know 
Bloom better dian any other character in modern fiction. He is 
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riuimnie woycti seitsticl and also the ‘little man’, vulgar, unfailingly 
curious, half educated, nursing his ‘dirt)' little secret’ of sex, essentially 
unlicroic, indeed the anti-hero; but he is also kind, and in his naivety 
there is even a sort of innocence. He is a figure of great pathos, and 
comic at the same time. He seems to me to be, as he was mc-ant to be, 
the ntost universal character in modem fiction, a creation of Shake¬ 
spearean amplitude comparable in acliicvemcnt with Falstaif. 

I am less sure of Joyce’s Hamlet, Stephen Dedalus. In my \'ncw he 
is much more a special case: he is a projection of tlie author himself 
as a young man, arrogant, tortured by a vast ambition not yet realized, 
struck with remorse for his behaviour towards his mother, the re- 
pudiator of his tamilv, jiis religion, and liis country'. ‘Oh, an impos¬ 
sible person,’ is Huck Mulligan’s comn^ent on him in the first pages of 
the novel; and so he is, drawn widi unsparing detachment. One can’t 
say he is not successfully rendered; but simply because he is the 
representation ot a special case he lacks the universality of Bloom 
and his wife, and liis problems remain by comparison local and 
personal. 

For his rendering of Stephen, Joyce uses a device wliich cannot 
quite be called the strcam-of-consciousncss technique. Stephen’s 
mode of diought is absolutely distinct from Bloom’s; when wc are 
taken into his mind wc arc aware of a much greater degree of aware¬ 
ness, control, and purpose. Stephen thinks in highly intellectual terms, 
in learned, l.itinate words, the language of die schoolmen; but ‘thinks’ 
is not quite the right word; die language Joyce puts into his mind is 
much more a notation of the way in which Stcplicn diinks dian an 
attempt liter.illy to trinscribe liis dioughts. 

One of the astonishing qualities of Ulysses is tlic variety' of ways in 
which Joyce renders his characters and liis scene. One instance of this 
is die serirt of parodies of the growdi of die l.inguagc in the episode 
of the lying-in hospital. Another is the episode of Gerty MacDowcli, 
die young girl whose display ofcxliibitionism moves Bloom to self- 
abuse: her fantasy of love is presented not directly, in any form of 
stream of consciousness, but as pastiche of cheap romantic fiction, 
with whose heroines she idcntilies herself. Another is the Nighttown 
episode, wliich is cast in the form of an Expressionist plav; reasonably', 
since licrc Joyce is dealing widi liis cliaraacrs in a state of drunken¬ 
ness; tlicir conscious control of their minds has relaxed so diat the 
fant.asia of the unconscious is rcle.ised and comes to die surface. 
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This extreme variety’ of methods is one reason for tlie diHicuItv of 
seeing L’/}'ssts as a whole; but it makes for continuous interest in the 
work. Among other things, it gives to l^lysscs beyond anv other 
novel the quality Flaubcn sought wlicn he wrote ofhis desire ‘to give 
versorli) thm to prose, yet to leave it prose and very nuieli prose, and 
to write about ordinary life as histories and epics arc written’. Jo)'cc 
is Flaubert’s true successor, both in this and in the rel.ued atnbition to 
make language new. As a poet in the usual sense, that is, wlien writing 
in verse, Joyce is surprisingly banal and sentimctital, a minor member 
of the school of the nineties and the Celtic Twilight. IHit in lus prose 
he is a very great poet wlio renders superbly the very feel and texture 
of specific scenes and atmospheres, as for example, at (he very begin¬ 
ning oftlic novel, the evocation of early morning. And every sentence 
of description in the novel is as right in its order of words, as in¬ 
evitable, as a line of classical poetry. It is in these sentences, so wonder¬ 
fully modulated and musical, sentences that seem almost to iiniiafc 
what is being described, diat we feel ourselves in Joyce’s mind. We 
never identify ourselves with his characters; tlicy exist in their own 
profoundly felt world, a world of great density and solidity, that of 
Dublin on that June day of 1904. It is this world that gives Ulysses 
its real unity, over and above tlic factitious one of the bases in I lomcr, 
for it links organically through the sliarcd experiences of the scene 
character wida character. 

Joyce was the most highly conscious artist in the novel of our 
time, and if we were to take liim as die only kind of artist we should 
have to deny altogether tlic title to D. FI. Lawrence. Lawrence exists 
at the opposite pole of the creative impulse to Joyce; he is a great 
romantic poet who used the form of the novel, short stories, verse, 
travel books, and essays to express his criticism of modern civilization 
and his vision of the good life. Ofhis contemporaries Joyce, it seems 
to me, is the only writer who is his peer, though they arc so removed 
from each odicr that comparison is impossible. 

A common view of Lawrence is that he was a great novelist 
who, after Sons and Lovers, fell deeper and deeper ijito liystoria and 
the preaching of a b.astard mysticism. Sons and Lovers is a great novel, 
but not in my opinion his greatest; and all his later work is implicit 
in his first three novels and his first books of poems. I Ic was against 
lus age; he loathed it, and if lie had lived beyond his forty-fourth 
year no doubt lus loathing would have increased. 
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LawTcncc’s was a very English genius, partly because he had been 
brought up in tlie tradition of religious dissent, as a nonconformist. 
He was fully conscious of the strength of the nonconformist tradition 
witliin him - see his essay ‘Hymns in a Man’s Life’ — and in The 
Plumed Serpent he was to write his own hymns. At his shrillest, he 
often reminds one of a nonconformist local preacher. Then, he came 
trom die working class; and almost inevitably he was class-conscious. 
It is die rancour of his class-consciousness — in his novels working 
men and aristocrats m.!)' be praised, but never the bourgeoisie—which 
is responsible for so much of the unpleasant side of his genius, the 
hectoring, jeering, bull)’ing note he drops into when imagination 
flags. We are told he confuted Aldous Huxley’s arguments for Dar¬ 
winism by pressing liis two hands on his solar plexus and saying, ‘I 
don’t feel it here’. All nonconformity begins with ‘I don’t feel it 
ltere\ .and this is no cridcism of nonconformity. But the nonconfor¬ 
mist attitude, combined with a rancorous class-feeling, docs give rise 
to a nagging, intolerable tone of moral superiority which makes him 
appear at times a latter-day Carlyle. 

More important is die clash within him symbolized by the conflict 
between his parents. His father was a miner, practically illiterate, non- 
iutcllectml, often drunk, but possessed of an extraordinarily vivid 
apprehension of natural life and living; his modier was of a some¬ 
what Iiiglicr social class, spiritual, intellectual, refined, liigli-mindcd, 
‘cut out’, as he was to write towards die end of liis life, ‘to play a 
superior role in the god-damned bourgeoisie’. Tlic meeting between 
them is most beautifully described in die first chapter of Sens and 
Lei’ers: 

... the dusky, golden softness of tliis man’s sensuous flame of life, that 
flowed ofl’liis flesh like die flame from a candle, not batfled and gripped 
into incandescence by thought and spirit as her life was, seemed to her 
something wonderful, beyond her. 

But dicir marriage w.is uiiliappy, and soinctliiiig was killed in the 
t.ither. The cluldrcn were caught up in the clash, and in Sens and 
Lovers, try to be fair as he may, Lawrence is on liis mother’s side. 

In form, Sons and Levers is the conventional autobiographical 
novel of its date — 1913. The obvious comparison is with Dennett's 
Clayhatuier. Claylianiicr is a fine novel, but dicrc can be no question 
%\ hicli ot the two books has die greater impact. Bennett is detached; 
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he contemplates his characters from a height; he recorJs a completed 
action. Lawrence is much closer to his characters, and we arc brought 
into immediate, intimate relation with them throiigli tlic sheer 
urgency of liis writing; the words seem hot and quivering on the 
page. It is not an experimental novel, and indeed Law rente never 
used any techniques like that of stream of consciousness, but he takes 
us right inside liis charaaers, wc apprehend them instancaiicousK 
through the force of his intuition. He captures, it seems, the moment 
of life itself, both in men and women and in the physical world of 
nature. There is a delighted, immediate, non-intellectu.il response to 
evcrytliing alive. It was precisely tliis quality that distinguished 
Lawrence’s father. Unlike liim, Lawrence was never a miner, but he 
had what one feels is essentially a miner’s response to tlie world of 
nature; it is as though he has emerged daily from the darkness of the 
pit and daily seen the world new-born. His novels are full of this 
delighted, naive, lyrical vision, LaJy CliaKcrUys Lover as much as 
Sons and Lovers. 

But after Sons and Lovers die vision deepens and extends, though 
the first indication of that deeper vision is apparent even in his first 
novel, 7 Vie Wbiie PeaeocU (1911). On the face of it, Lawrence in that 
novel, wliich is the work of a brilliantly clever young man steeped m 
George Eliot and Meredith, circumvents the problem of his father by 
practically omitting him. Lawrence’s spokcsm.in, the narrator, Cyril, 
is a young man of middle-class family, and die father is sc.ircclv 
present at all: he dic*s half-way dirough the book, a bid lot who has 
deserted his wife and children. Even so, it w.as not so easy for Law¬ 
rence to kill his fadicr, for before the end of the novel Cyril is standing 
almost in die relation of a son to Aiinablc, the gamekeeper, ‘a man of 
one idea - that all civiliz-ation was the painted fungus of rottenness. He 
hated any sign of culture.’ Annablc has been a clergyman married to 
a peer’s daughter who went ‘souly’ to liim. And the wliitc peacock 
of the title, fouling the tombstones in the abandoned cliurchs ard, is, 
for Annablc, the very soul of a lady ... a wonK-ui to the ciul, I tell 
you, all vanity and screech and defilement’; in other words, die 
•agent of destruction, as she was to remain for L.awrciicc for many 
years. In the IVhite Pcaeodi Annablc has been defeated by tlic liigh- 
born lady: nearly twenty years later he was to get his own back on 
her, as Mellors, die gamekeeper of Lady Chaiterhy’s Lover, which is, 
incidentally, a far better novel than it is normally given credit for 
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being. The situation — the destruction of the instinctive man by the 
spiritual woman — is fundamental to Lawrence, and Annables 
peeress-wife becomes Miriam in Sons and Lovers, Hermione Roddicc 
in IVoinen in Love, and Aaron’s wife in Aaron's Rod. 

Annable is, of course, a higlily sophisticated version of Lawrence’s 
father, a Morel of Sons and Lovers wlio has become articulate. Law¬ 
rence was aitti-intellectual, but if he was to communicate his vision 
at all he had to intellcctualize his anti-intcUcctuality. For it tvas a 
vision. He e.xpressed it negatively in liis essay on Poe in Studies in 
Classic North American Literature: 'These terribly conscious birds, 
like Poe and liis Ligcia, deny the ver)’ life that is in them; they w.int to 
turn it all into talk, into knowing. And so life, which will not be 
knowji, leaves them.’ Life, wliich will not be known; the concept goes 
to the heart of Lawrence. L. H. Myers, one of die best English novel¬ 
ists writing benveen die wars, makes Iiis mystic Wentworth, in 
Strange Glory, describe die mystical experience in these words: ‘There 
is no illusory sense of understanding — only the profound realization 
that Mystery- is.' For Lawrence too the great fact of existence was that 
mystery is. The mystery was not to be apprehended or explained in 
terms of reason and logic - that was the way to kill it. It could be 
experienced only by direct intuition, transmitted only by touch. The 
value of people, for Lawrence, consisted in liow far mystery resided 
in them, how far tlicy were conscious of myster)'. And since the 
analysing, scientific intellect killed die mystery, it obvnously flourished 
most powerfully where the analysing, scientific intellect was least 
powerful, on the instinctual level, in sexual relationsliips, in the 
experience of death, in the impulsive hfo of animals and nature. 

The vision expl.iins Lawrence’s peculiar mcdiods of character- 
creation. He was a man of great intellectual capacity, but he also had 
to an extraordinaty degree die faculty Jung calls primitive thinking 
and feeling. ‘The ancients’, Jung has said, ‘had, if one may so express 
it, an almost exclusively biological appreciation ofdicir fellow men’: 
it is much the same sort of appreciation Lawrence was continually’ 
seeking. This primitivism enabled him to explore, as no one else has 
done in modern literature, what arc still relatively ‘unknown modes 
of being*, though dicv have to some extent been charted scientifically 
and arc the basis of much in rcUgion. 

To express these unknown — better, unconscious — modes of 
being in fiction LawTcncc had to dispaise with character as it is 
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generally conceived. Any method of ch.iractcr-crcation is a con¬ 
vention. TIic nujority of novelists tend to draw characters from 
tlie outside, almost as though describing die behaviour of actors on a 
stage; even Henry James, with all his minute analysis and the analysis 
he puts into his characters’ minds, is in a sense only translating in die 
fullest possible terms what an infinitely subtle actor, an ideal actor, 
might make us feel about die figure represented on the stage. We 
deduce emotion from gesture. But Lawrence’s problem was to 1 :xprcss 
emotions, feelings, as they exist far beneath die surface of gesture. He 
cannot do without gesture altogether, of course, but a simple instance 
of his method may be seen in his description of the pocket-picking 
in Aaron’s Rod: 

As he was going home, suddenly, just as he was passing the Bargcllo. 
he stopped. He stopped, and put his hand to Iiis brc.ist-pockcc. His 
letter-ease was gone. He had been robbed. It was as if lightning ran 
through him at that moment, as if a fluid electricity ruslicd down Ids 
limbs, through the sluice of his knees, and out of Ills feet, leaving him 
sunding there almost unconscious. For a moment unconscious and 
superconscious lie stood there. He had been robbed. They had put their 
hand to Iiis breast and robbed liini. 

Lawrence could create character in the normal convention per¬ 
fectly well when he wanted to, but after Sons and Lovers such charac¬ 
ters, except for Hcrinionc Roddicc in Women in Love, tend to be 
minor. He was early attacked for liis departure from the convention, 
ajid he defended himself at Icngtli - he was writing The Rainbotv at 
the tinic — in a letter to Edward Garnett: 

I have a difl'erent attitude to my characters ... I don’t c.nre so much 
what the woman feels. ., • That presumes an ego to feel with. 1 only 
ore for what the woman is. ... You mustn't look in my novel for 
the old stable ego of character. There is another ego. according to 
whose action the individual is unrecognizable, and passes through, as it 
were, aJlotropic states which it needs a deeper sense th.ui .any we’ve 
been used to exercise, to discover - states of the same single radically 
uncliangcd element. (Like as diamond and coal are the same pure 
smglc element of carbon. The ordinary novelist would trace the 
l^tory of the diamond - but I say, ‘Di-amond. what! 1 his is carbon!’ 
And my diamond might be coal or soot, and my theme is carbon.) 

Wliat interests him, then, in Iiis characters is not so much the social 
man, though lie is interested in liim, as die scvcn-cightlis of the ice- 
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berg of pcrsonalif)' submerged and never seen, the unconscious mind, 
to which he preaches somctliing like passivity on the part of the con¬ 
scious. This accounts for so much of the difficulty experienced when 
first reading Lawrence. His convention must be accepted, as the con¬ 
ventions of any artist must be, if he is to be read witli pleasure and 
profit. It accounts, too, for mannerisms of style that are usually con¬ 
sidered blemishes: a Lawrence character ‘dies’, ‘swoons’, is ‘fused 
into a hard bead’, ‘lacerated’, ‘made perfect’, time and time again. 
He is, if you hke, fumbling for words, words with wliich to describe 
die strictly indescribable. 

Because he is describing character at die unconscious level, at the 
depdis and in the darkness, it is often extraordinarily difficult to say 
wliat isolated passages of his novels, The Rainbow, for instance, or 
IVowett in Love, are about in detail. Thus two of his best critics, 
Stephen Potter and Horace Gregory, liavc produced entirely opposed 
accounts of the character of Ursula, in The Rainbow. The difficulty is, 
of course, diat we kno\v, or think we know, so much about the 
psycholog)' of men and women; wc make no such claims where 
animals arc concerned, and so Lawrence often appears to be much 
more successful - at any rate acceptable - when he is rc-crcating the 
lives of birds, beasts, and flowers. But if dicre is aii)'tliing to the 
findings of depth psychology, wc must accept as legitimate the 
territon,' L.iwrcncc chose for liimsclf and expect future novelists to 
explore it further. Any such exploration must be dirough the symbol, 
since the unconscious, as unconscious, is by definition unknowable; 
or radicr, is know ablc only through the symbol. Lawrence is a master 
of die s) mbol in die psychological sense, as Jung has described it: 

In so far as a symbol is a living tiling, it is the expression of a diing 
not to be ch.aracterizcd in any other or better way. The symbol is alive 
in so far as it is prcgn.ant with meaning. 

An example of Law rence’s use of the symbol is the scene in die final 
chapter of The Rainbow, in wliich Ursula encounters die horses on the 
common. Have the horses an objective existence? Arc dicy a pro¬ 
jection ot her unconscious? The p.issagc cannot be reduced to any one 
prose me.ining; it is ‘die formul.ition ofa relatively luiknown thing’. 
Another ex.ample is the scene in Women in Love in which Bitkin 
dirows Stones into the pool to shatter die image of die moon. 
Symbolism of diis kind cannot be paraphrased; it can only be 
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experienced. It is probably tlic rarest kind of artistic creation, and it 
is cverj'whcrc in Lawrence. 

Lawrence’s use of the symbol explains also his failures, as for in¬ 
stance The Plumed Serpent, which is a brilliant fabrication, as may be 
seen when the figure of the god Quetzalcoatl is compared with the 
African carving described in ll’omen in Love of ‘a woman sitting 
naked in a strange posture, and looking tortured, her abdomen stuck 
out’, a true symbol for a way of life which can never be completely 
apprehended. 

But if Lawrence’s characters are not .alwa^'s easy to explain, at least 
they always triumphantly <irc. Formally, lus novels are probably as 
defective as any written, which is why he is at his best artistically in his 
short stories. All tl)c same, to get liis full effect he needed length; and 
what should be stressed is the intense and complex reality ofdjc world 
he describes, whether it is the changing life over three generations in 
the Erewash Valley in The Rambow, a snull town in the nordi 
midlands in The Lost Girl, a mining village at the end of the 1914-18 
war in Aaron s Rod, tlie Austrahan scene in Kangaroo, or Mexico 
City in The Plumed Serpent. Lawrence could reproduce die natural 
world with a Van Gogh-like intensity, but he had too an unfailing 
eye for what was significant in the social worlds in which the actions 
of his novels arc set. He was, as one of his best critics, Father William 
Tiverton, has said, ‘an astonisliing diagnostician of life. His sensitive 
nose could smell death a mile away.’ For ultimately - and it is this as 
much as anything that marks liim out from the other novelists of his 
time — Ills attitude to life was sacramental, religious. 

Joyce and Lawrence: in the liistory of the English novel diey stand 
in curious and uneasy juxtaposition. Wc know what Lawrence 
thought of Joyce’s work; he did not like it; and it is not probable 
that Joyce liked liis. As artists they arc eternal opposites. But in their 
opposed ways dicy took the English novel as far as it has yet gone, 
and none of their younger contemporaries, except Wyndham Lewis, 
in a way totally different from cither, has come near catcliing up 
with them. They are still the advance guard. 
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C eeil. I.iTd navid, on Fanny Burney, 
V4-5; on Dickens, 171; on Hardy, 
-+5 

Ccrvaiucs, 22, s6, 69, 72 


Chambers's Journal, 159 
Clutme, 197, 306, 308 
Charles 0'Afj//ey, 132 
Chaucer, Geoffrey, 22, 124 
Chesterton, G. K., 280; oq Dickens, 

169, 17X 

C/ji7d cf the Jago, A, 298 
Children 0/ the Neu^ Forest, 150 
Chronicles oj'the Canon^ate, 120 
Chrysal, 82-3 
Clarendon, Earl of, 31 
Clarissa. 46-7. 48-51. 53. 76 
Clark, Sir Kenneth, 89 
Clay hanger Family, The, 3 00, 301, 

318, 327. 358 
C/c7iV, 30 

Cloister and the Hearth, The, 213 
Cockney school of novelists, 299 
Coleridge, S. T., 39. 40. 43, 117. I35. 
2iS 

CclIcctcJ Impressions, 97 
Co//rcri Baum. The. 131 
Collegians. The, 131 
Collins, Wilkie, i6x, 170, 213-17,219 
ComeJie HimMirir, La, 119 
Cc«ir«i>rt Reader, The, 344 
Cojiiptoii-Bumctt, Ivy, 36 
Confessions if a Justified Sinner, 77ie, 
130-1 

Confessions of a Man, 206 

Congreve, William, 33-7, 236 
Conin^shy, 154-7 

Conrad, Joseph, 147. 159, 139. 194. 
197. 534. 261, 262, 282, 299. 328; 
on Henry James, 274; his back¬ 
ground, 302; his style, 303, 308; 
novelist of excrem^situations, 303; 
preoccupation with evil. 303-5 ;idea 
of fidelity, 304; a moralist, 305-^; 
Lord Jirti. 305-7; liis aclucvcmCDt, 
309; Nostromo, 308-13 
Conrad: A Rfa<<e^.<rwnjr, 304 
Corv'o, Baron. See Rolfc, F. W. 
Cowper, WiUiain, 142 
Craik, Mrs, 199 
CranfyrJ, 1S3 
Crockett, S. R., 284 
Crotchet Castle, 137-8, 146 
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Daisy Chain, The, 199 
Daniel Deronda, 224, 229-30, 268 
Dan^'in, Charl«, 245 
Dauid Copperjield, 47,148,164,166-7, 
171, 262, 274. 3>7* 327 
de Morgan, William, 325 
De Quinccy, Thomas, 302 
Defence of Pottry, A, 261 
Defoe, Daniel, 218; the archetypal 
novelise, 37, 42; Robinson Crttsce, 
37-41; varied interests and 
activities, 38; Journal of (he Plague 
Year and Moll Flanders, 41-2 
Deloncy, Thon>a$, 27, 29 
Desperate Remedies, 243 
Diana of the Crossu^ays, 240 
Dickens, Charles, 28, 47 - 53 * 57 , ^^ 5 * 
67. 75 , S3, 98, 106, 109, 125. 134. 
138, 144. > 47 . 149. 150, 152, 

158, 187, 194. 201, 207. 211, 215, 
218, 219, 235. 238, 261, 299. 3*6. 
325, 346; as entertainer and 

novelist, 159-60; as reformer, 
160-1, 165-6; Pickwick, ]6i- 2; 
and the child's view of adults, 
163-5; and helpless and persecuted 
children, 165-6; his two groups of 
comic characters, 167-8; and the 
obsessional in human beings, 168; 
change from picaresque to plot, 
169-72; and subject of money in 
later novels, 171-4 
Dickens World, The, 160-1, 169 
Disraeli, Benjacnia, 138, 141, 147, 
152-9. 204 , 209 
Dfjekyll and Mr Hyde, 131 
Dombey and Son, 166, 170, 171-2 
Don Juan, 51 
Don Quixote, 22, 56 
Dostoevsky, Fyodor, 129, 140, 194, 
19^. 218, 219 

Drama, Elizabethan and Jacobean, 21 
22 

Drama in Muslin, A, 297 
Dreiser, Theodore, 246, 327 
Drydcn, John, 24 
Dumas, Alexandre, 108, 281 


Ebb Tide, The, 282 
Edgeworth, Maria, 126, 131,364; and 
the birth of the regional novel, 
103-4; Castle Rdcktent, 104^5; 
The Absentee, 105-7; Belmda, 107 
Education Aas 1870, 260, 261 
Egan, Fierce, 146, 161 
Egoist, The, 240-3 

Eliot, George. 24. I 39 . I 74 . I 94 . 196, 
203. 207. 235. 236, 241. 244. 258, 

259. 265, 268, 346, 359; as moral¬ 
ist, J 79“8 o ; European influence 
on, 218-20; ridicalistn and beliefs, 
220-1; Scott's influence, 221; 
Adam Bede, 221-5; The MiH on 
the Floss, 224-5; Marner, 

227; Romola, Felix Holt, and 
Daniel DeronJa, 228-30; A/iJd/e- 
march, 230-4 

Emma, iio, III, 113, 115-17, 346 

England in the Eighteenth Century, 55 

English Rogue, The, 31 

Entail, The, 128-9 

Esther Waters, 295, 296-7 

Eugene Aram, 151 

Euphues, 25 

Eustace Diamonds, Tlte, 203 

Eoan Harrington, 239 

Evangelical Movement, 142, 143, 233 

Evelina, 93-4 

Evelyn, John, 31 

Experiment in Autobiography^ 313, 314, 

317 

Fairie Qjiee«e, Tlte, 14, 33 
Faithful Shepherdess, The, 26 
Falkland, 151 
Farniltar Letters, 43-4 
Far from the Madding Crowd, ill, 
252-3. 256 
Fathers and Sons, 218 
Faulkner, William, 98 
Fearful Joy, A, 75 
Felix Holt, 224, 228-9 
Ferdinand, Count Fathom, 69 
Fcrricr, Susan, 126-7 
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Fielding, Henry. 37, 46, 52, 76, 77, 
80. 82, 85. 93, 95, 96. 98, 107, 109, 
121, 122. 12s, 144, 174. l 8 i, 

182, 196, 203* 221. 236. 2^0, 316, 
333, 346; influence of Cervantes, 
22. 56, 69; influence of Shake¬ 
speare, 24; as reformer, and social 
work, 44, 54; dominates English 
novel for a century, 53, 67; 
dramatic work, 34-3; expresses 
social conscience of his age, 34; 
and the comic epic, 53-6; Joseph 
AnJrews^ 55-91 vitality of his 
characters, 37-8, irony, and 
JoHiithon IVilJ, 39-60; Tern Jones, 
60-3; siwefio, 63-7; and caricature, 
67-8; influence on Jane Austen, 110 
Fifth Queen trilogy, The, 328 
Finucxofis ITiikc, 352 
Firbank, Ronald, yi 
First Men in the Moon, The, 314-15 
Flaubert, Gustave, 104, 109, 140, 163, 
218, 233, 244. 247, 263, 281, 284, 
28S. 294, 296, 353, 357 
Fool 0/QiioUty, The, 86-7 
Ford, Emanuel, 26 

Ford, Ford Madox, on the novel, J05, 
306; as luncljsr, 328-32 
Ford, R'lin, 171 

Forster, F. M.. 57, 325; on Sterne and 
Virginia Woolf. 70; on Scott, 

118; on II uthrrin^ Heights, 197; on 
Meredith, 236; on Hardy, 248; 
attitude to life. 332-7; a tragic 
humanist, and his earlier work, 
335 “ 7 ! HeirorTs LrtJ arid-*l Passage 
to India, 337*40; as moralist, 340 
Forsyte Saga, The, 324-5 
rorfurtes of Nigel, The, 121 
Foul Play, 214 

France, French novel: English inii- 
laiion of, in seventeenth century', 
30; influence of Flaubert on later 
Victc^rian novelists. 218; influence 
of Naturalism on English novelists, 
293-300 

Freud. Sigmund, 40, 79. 257, 341 
Frith, ‘Derby Day* painting, 295 


Galsworthy, John, 324-5. 343 
Galr, John. 126. 127-8, 285 
Garnett, R., on Trollope, 200 
GaskclU Mrs, 139, 152, 158, 170, 
182-6, 190, 199, 209 
Ccntle Craft, The, 27 
Geoffrey Hanilyn, 210 
George Eliot: Her Mind and Art, 221 
George, W. L., 342 
Gidc, Andre, on T 7 ie Cott/essions of a 
Justified Sinner, 130, 131 
Cf 7 Bias, 69 
Gilbert Cunrey, 146 
Gissing, George, 150, 209, 2 l 7 i 23 4 i 
236, 246, 256, 257. 262, 263. 280, 
281, 317, 326; affinity with Mark 
Rutherford, 285; his work and ex¬ 
pression of grudge, 287; PriVjfe 
Papers of Henry Ryecroft, 288, 289; 
his background, 288-9; Thyexa, 
290, 292; New Grub Street, 291; 
Bern in Exile, 291-2; 77 /e Odd 
Women and In the Year of the 
Jubilee, 292-3 

Godwin, William, 93, 97, 99-102, 

151 

Gogol, Nicolai, 129 
Cc/./e/i Bowl, The, 265, 275 
Goldsmith. Oliver, 81-2, 90, 175 
CiW Soldier, Tlie, 328-30 
Gore, Mrs, 147 
Cotliic novel, 92-3, 97-9 
Grand Cyrus, 30 
Craves, Rev. Richard, 83 
Gray, Tlioinas. 92 

Great Expectations, 98, 166, 171, 173 
Croir Tradition, The, 194, 268 
Green, Henry, 343 
Greene, Graliani, 100, 261, 343; oo 
Oliver Twist, 163 
Greene, Robert, 26 
Gregory, Horace. 362 
Greig. ProfessorJ. Y. T.. 178, 180 
Criflin. Gerald, 131 
Crcauwi Tth of n'ff. A, 26 
Crylt Grange, 138 
Gi///ii'cr s 7 >;irr/.<. 42 
Guy Alanrtcring, 121, 124 
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Hadrian (he Seventh, 325 
Hail and Farewell, 296 
Handy Andy, 132 
Hanley, Jainei. 343 
Hard Tintes, 166 

Hardy, Thomas, 24^ 98* I 39 . MO, 
194 * 223* 235*281. 3*8-19; and the 
primitive oral talc, 244; pro- 
vincialism and naivety. 244; and 
the pagan primitive past, 244; 
portrayal of Imrnan beings in their 
generic aspects. 245; his pcssinmm 
and Christianity, 245-6; Rvnirn of 
the Naiioe, 247-52; cosmic view of 
iifcp 250; view of causality, and 
manipulation of plot, 251-2; 
characten, 252-4; Jude the Ob- 
seure, 254-7 
Hardy the Novelist, 245 
Harry Lotrequer, \ 32 
Hanley, L. P., 343 
Hawthorne, Nathaniel, 340 
Hazlitt, William, 4H 
He Knew He Was Risht, 20j, 204, 205 
Head, Richard. 3 1 
Headlonti Hall, 134, 135, 137 
Heart of Darkness, 304-5, 306, 307, 
310 

Heart of MidlotUian, The, 120-1, 123, 
*24, 283 

Heartsease, r99 

Heat of the Day, 77 ie, 98 

Heir of Reddyjfe, The, 199 

Hdolse and Abelard, 297 

Hemingway, Ernest. 66 

Henrietta Temple, 154 

Henry Esmond, 179, 181-2 

Henry James: llie Major Phase, 280 

Henryson, Robert, 22 

Hermsprong, 102 

Herrick, Robert, 76 

Hewitt, Douglas. 304 

Highland Widow, 77 ie, 120 

Hilda Lessways, 318 

History of Jacob Stahl, Tlie, 342 

History of Mr Polly, The, 67, 316 

Hogarth, William, 54, 89 

Hogg, James, 130-1,285 


Hole in the Wall, The, 298 

Holloway. John, on Hardy. 254 

Horner. 353. 357 

Hook, Theodore. 146-7 

Hope. Anthony, 2S1 

Hopkins, Cicrard Manley, 254, 277 

House. Humphry, 160-1, 169 

Hotae by (he ChunhyarJ, The, 211-12 

House in Paris, The, 98 

House of the Dead, The, 218 

House with the Green Shuners, The, 

284-5 

Howard'^ End, 334, 335, 336-8 
HowclU, Wdliain Dean, 268 
Hitcklcbcrry Finn, 105 
Hughes, Tom, no 
Humphry Clinker, 43, 68, 69, 72-5 
Huxley, Aldous, 150 

Idea of Comedy, The, 236, 238 
Impartial Description of Surinam, 35 
Impressionism, 341 
In a Class Darkly, 213 
In the Year of the Jubilee, 292 
Inchbald, Mrs. 94 
Iruogniia, 35-6 
Inheritors, The, 328 
Inquiry into the Cause of (he late 
increase of Robbers, 54 
Isaacs, Professor. 341, 344-5* 34® 

Isabel C/<irrn</<ni, 290 

It is Never Too Late To Mend, 214 

Jack of Newbury, 27 
Jacobs, W. W., 75 
James, G. P. R., 146 
James, Henry, 36, 53. 61, 109. 159. 
194. 196, 234. 236, 243. 244* 245, 
261,262-3, 281,291, 300. 302. 305, 
306. 310, 3*2, 313. 333. 346. 361; 
on Trollope, 201-2,203; on Hardy, 
257: on the novel, 259, 273-5; 
upbringing, and early spiritual 
crisis, 263-4; his two doniinani 
themes, 264; genesis of his stories, 
265; Portrait of a Lady, 265-8; 
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influence of George EUot 2nd 
Balzac, 268; The Bostonians^ 268; 
The Prifuess Casamassima, 269-73; 
turns to drama and short stories, 
273; IVhat Maisie Knew, 273, 274; 
his intention in his later work, 274— 
6; The IHrigs 0/ the Dove, 273-9; 
liis style, 277-80 

James, William, 236, 264. 344 - 5 , 34 ® 
Jitne Eyre, 180-90, 192, 193 
Jew 0/ Miiha, 'Die, 27 
Joan and Peter, 314 
Johnson, Dr. 25, 30, 7®, 89,109, 117 
Johnstone, Charles. 82-4 
JotiiUlum IVild, 59-60, 63 
Joruon, Ben, 2J, 26. 28, 55-6, 163, 
2}6 

Jo frock's Jaunts and Jollities, l6x, 207 
Joseph Andrews, 22, 33, 35, 56-9, 60, 
66 

Joseph I ^anee, 325 
Journal of (he Plague Year, 41 
Journals (Arnold Dennett), 313-14 
joycejames, 28, 53, 75, 261, 300. 312, 
3 ^ 6 , 333 . 346; significance of, 
and his technical innovations, 342— 
3; use of stream of conscious¬ 
ness technique, 345. 355 ; his 

pedantry. 351-2; a great comic 
writer, 352; Ulysses, 352-7; and 
D. H. Lawrence, 363 
Jude the Ohseure, 140, 243# 244 . 23 
252. 255-7 

Jung, C. G., 341, 34 ®. 360, 3®2 

Kangaroo, 363 
Kidnapped, 281, 282 
Kim, 281 

King Lear, 23. 198 
Kingsley, Henry. 209-11 
Kipling, Riidyard, 281 
^ipp^f 31 ® 

Knii^ht of (he Burning Pestle, 26 
Kni\sh(*s Penny Alagazinc, 159 
Kyd^ Thomas, 2l 

Uady Chattcrley’s Lover, 359 
Latorguc, Jules, 321 


Lamb, Charles, 288 
Landscape into An, 89 
Last Chronicle o/Barsef, 203, 204 
Last Essays (G. M. Young), 245 
Last Post, 331 
Lavengro, 208 

Lawrence, D. H., 159, 189, 193, 194, 
196, 209, 225. 234^ 243. 257. 273. 
300, 333 . 336. 340; on Arnold 
Bennett, 323; significance of, and 
liis technical innovations, 342-3: 
class-consciousness and oon-con- 
formity of, 358; and the conflict 
between lus parents, 3 $8; Scru 
2nd Lovers, 338, 359; lyrical vision 
of life, 359-60; methods of 
charactcr-crcadon, 360-3; master 
of the symbol, 362-3; lus defective 
construction, 363; and Joyce, 363 
Le Fanu, Slieridan, 211-13 
Le Sage. 69, 72 

Lea vis. F. R., on Sterne. 76; on 
Dickens. 159; onH'utbering HeightSf 
194; on Henry James, 268, 274 
Lever, Charles, 104, 131, 207, 212 
Lewis, M. G., 99 

Lewis, W)-ndliani, 28, 66, 363; on 
the novel, 84, 239 
Liberal Imagirtatwn, The, 269 
Libenint, The, 31 

Liddell, Robert, on Ivy Compton- 
Burnett and Jane Austen, to8; on 
Dickens, 172 

Life and Death of Mr Dadman, 24, 33 

Life in London, 146. 151. 161 

Life's Mortting, ^ 4 , 294 

Little Dorrit, 166 

Lives of the Poets, 117 

Living Novel, The, 119 

Liza o/L4jw/»rr/i, 299. 326 

Locke, John, 78 

Lodge, Thomas, 26 

Longest Journey, The, 335 . 33 ®. 337 

LorJJitn, 197 . 303 . 305-7. 309. 310 

Ltvr Cj>/, 'J 7 ic, 336. 363 

Love and Mr Lewisham, 316 

Lover, Samuel. 104, 131 

Lyly, John. 25. 28 
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Lyttoo, E. Bulwer-, 119, 147, 150-2, 
210, 239 

Macaulay, Lord, uo, 158 
12 ) 

MacCarchy, Desmond, 341 
Mackenzie, Compton, 342 
Mackenzie, Henry, 87-8 
Maclaren, Ian, 284 
Madame Bovary, 218, 247, 296, 

Maid Marian, 133, 137 

Malory, Sir Thomas, 24, 297 

Malraux, Andre, 272, 303 

Man Could Stand Up, A, 331 

Man 0/Feeling, Tlie, 87-8 

Man of Property, The, 324 

Mansfield Park, no, m, j 13-15, 1x7 

Marius (he Epicurean, 280 

Marivaux, 52 

Marlowe, Cliristoplicr, 2X 

Marriage, 125-7 

Marryat, Frederick, 28, 75, 247, 147- 
50 

Martin Chuzzlewit, x6o, 169 

Mary Barton, 158, 183-5 

Massinger, Philip, 26 

Master of Dallanirae, The, 100, 282 

Mastertnan Ready, 150 

Mateo Falcone, 121 

Matthicssen, F, O., on The Portrait of 
a Lady, 280 
Maturiu, Charles, 99 
Maugham, Somerset, 282, 299, 300, 
325-8 

Maupassant, Guy dc, 294, 297, 322, 
326 

Mauriac, Francois, 104. 223, 234. 328 
Mayor of Casterb/idge, The, 252, 253- 
4 . 256 

Mebnoth the Wanderer, 99 
Melville, Herman, 196 
Memoirs (Alexander Herzen), 272 
Menander, 238 
Menophen, 26 

Meredith, George, 24, 51, 55, 67, 
*32, 138, 139, 140, 258, 265, 281, 
333 » 359 » European influence on, 
2x8-20; poetry in his novels, and 
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his philosophy. 235, 244; Harry 
RuhmottJ, 230-8. 239-40; Ruhard 
Fercrcl, 238; htwt Harrington, 
239; 7 V Egoht, 240-3; special 
place in the novel. 243 
Merunec. IVospcr. 121. 125 
A/r//ioJj wip, 84 

MulJUtnarch. 224. 22S, 230-4. 262. 

327 

Atm on the Floss, The, 215, 224, 225-7, 

234 

Milion. Jolni. 40, 43 
Mitlord. Mary Ihuscll, 147 
AJoJern ConteJy, A, 325 
Molierc, 51, 238 
Aioll FtanJcfs, 41-2 
Atonk, The, 99 

Motuai’u, Lady Mary Wordey, on 
Fielding, 53-4 

Aloothtone, The, 215, 216, 217 
Moore, George, 217, 259. 263, 280, 
281, 29 K 299. 300, 342; and French 
Naturalism. 294*^. 297 8; A 

Abintfuer's 1 1 ‘tfe, 296; Esther 
Waters, 296-7; later work, 297 
Moner, J.147 
Morrison, Arthur, 298-9, 326 
Aiorte d*Arthur, 24, 297 
Air Bennett and A/rs lirou'n, 333, 341^ 

351 

Air Dfitling Sees It 314 

Air Perrin and Air 7 ><jfl/, 342 
Mrs Dalloway, 348, 349, 350-1 
Altimrtter's Wife, A, 295-6 
Munro, H. H., See ‘Said* 

Myers, L. H., 360 
Alysferies of Udolpho, 97^ 

Nash, Thomas, 27-9 
Naturalism, French, influence of: 
George Moore, 294-6, 297, 298; 
Somerset Maugham, 299, 326; 
Arnold lienuen, 321-3; John Gals¬ 
worthy, 324. See aUo Realism 
Nether World, The, 291 
New At ahian Nights, The, 282 
Netu Cri/fc Street, 289, 290, 291 
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New AUcliiauclIi^ The^ 154, 204, 

314 

New Tlic, 217 

New IVay to Pay OU Debts, 16 
Newby* V. H., 343; on Maria Edgc- 
worih, 103 
NeweofMes, The, 179 
Newman, Cardinal, ii8, 141 
Nichohts Nukichy, 165, 169 
Nichohun, Norman, on H. G- Wells, 
316 

Ni^S!^r of ihc 'Norcis.^tts,* T 7 ie, 309 
NigliOfurc Abbey, 137 

No A/ore PoroJes, 331 
No Name, 217 
Noiturne, 299 

North ivut South, 183, 184-6 
Nofr/;i;iijjrr- 41 »^r)*, 112 
Nostromo, 309-13, 317 
No(James), 263, 265, 274 
Novel, English (general aspects): 
origins, and influence of Eliza¬ 
bethan drama, 21-4; influence of 
Shakespeare, 24; of Elizabethan 
period, 24-30; imitation of French 
in seventeenth century, 30; ‘cha¬ 
racter* writings and other seven- 
tcciuh-ccntury influences, 30-1; in¬ 
fluence of Bunyan, 31-3; Mn 
Aphra 13 ehn and Congreve, 34-6; 
Defoe the archetypal novelise, 
37-42; barren twenty years after 
Smollett, 80-1, 84-5; discovery of 
fictitious East in eighteenth century, 
89-91; the Goiliic novel, 92-3; 
Maria Edgeworth and birth of the 
rcgion«il novel, 103-4; failure in 
depiction of heroes between Field¬ 
ing and Meredith, 107; Jane 
Aiutcn and ilie pure novel, 10S-9; 
dill cr cnees between earlier and 
later Victorian novelists, 139-40; 
V^ictorian social consciousness con¬ 
trasted with French and Russian, 

140-1; effect of Victorian idea of 
respectability on the novel, 141-5; 
European influence, and growth of 
scricQsnesa in later Victorian 


period, 21S-20; poetic intensity, in* 
234-5, ^ 43 * ^ 5 ^- 4 ^ Victorian 
novelists* consciousness of their 
function, 258-60; and the new 
reading public after Educadoo 
Acts of 1870, 260-1; influence 
of French Naturalism, 293-302, 
321-2. 324, 326; realism of mid 
18805-1914, 298-300; the reaction 
from Naturalism, 34X-2. 343; 
stream of consciousness technique, 
343-58. See also Naturalism; Poli¬ 
tical novel; Regional novel; Stream 
ofconsdousncsstcclinique;Woa)eQ, 
portrayal of 

Novel, novelists* and cridcs’ 
attitude to: Arnold Dennett, 
313-14; Elizabeth Bowen, 97-8; 
Wilkie Collins, 161, 215-16; Con- 

rad,305; Flaubert, 219,235.298,357; 

Ford Madox Ford, 305.306; Hardy, 
243-4; Heru-y James, 259, 273-6; 
W>'ndham Lew'is, 84, 259; Mau¬ 
passant, 294, 297; Meredith, 235; 
George Moore, 294-7 possim; R.L. 
Stevenson, 259; Trollope, 143! 
H. G. Wells, 313-14; Virginia 
Woolf, 77, 343-4. See also Stream 
of consciousness tcclmique 

OJJ IVomen, T 7 /r, 257, 293, 294 
Odyssey, Vie, 353 
Of Human Bondage, 299, 3 00, 326-8 
T 4 j/r.<, 131 

Old English Baton, The, 93 
Old y^lanor House, The, 96-7 
O/J A/f>rt4/ir>% 120, 124, tjo 
Old Wives* Tale, The, 201, 318-20* 
321-2 

OHphant, Mrs, 199 
Oliver Twist, 149, 162-3, 166 
Ordeal of Richard Feverel, The, 218, 
238-9 

Omatus and Artesia, 26 

Oroottoko, 34-6 

Osbourne, Lloyd, 282 

Our iMtnual Friend, 168, 170, 173, 207 

Our I 'illage, 147 
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Pain* Barry, 299 

Pamela, 24, 31, 43, 44-7. 51* 32, $3 
Passage (0 India, 33 ^. 333 . 3 J 5 
Pater, Walter, 248, 280, 348 
Peacock, T. L.,*i27, 132, 146: hh 
aflinicics, 133; »tirc, 133-8 
Headlong Hall, 134. 135; comedy, 
134-5133-6,137; 
Crouhet Castle, 137-8; portrayal of 
women, 138 

Pearson, Hesketh, on Dickens, 169 

Pelham, 151 

Pendenms,6i, 177, i8t 

Pepys, Samuel, 31, 39 

Peregrine PkUle, 69, 71-2, 83 

Personal Record, /I, 304 

Persuasion, 110, 113 

Peter Simple, 147-8, 150 

Petronius, 21 

Pharisienne, La, 223 

Philip, 181 

Philipotts, Eden, 257 
Phineas Finn, 154, 204, 206 
PUineas Redux, 206 
Pickwick Papers, Tltc, 161-2, 207 
Picutre of Dorian Cray, The, 280 
Pierre et Jean, 294 
Pilgrimase. U^7 
Pilgrim's Progress, 24, 32-3 
Plato, 234 
Plumb, J. H.. 54-5 
Plumed Serpent, 358, 363 
Poe, Edgar AJbn, 99,100, jor, 360 
Poetry, in the novel: Meredith, 235, 
243 ; Hardy, 252-5 
Pointed Roofs, 346 
Political Justice, 99, lox 
Political novel: Disraeli, 152-9: H. 
G. Wells, 154, 204, 314; Trollope, 
204 

Portrait of a Lady, Tlte, 264, 265-7, 
273» 275 

Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, 
300, 352, 355 
Potter, Stephen, 362 
Powell, Anthony, 343 
Power and the Glory, The, 100 
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CHARLOTTE BRONTE 


JANE EYRE 

For over a hundred years Jaue Eyre and have been 

amongst the most widely-read of British novels. The two Bronte 
sisters, Charlotte and Emily, wrote them under pseudonynis and had 
them published in the same year, 1847. But except that they arc both 
love-stories and that they arc both infused with the strange, rarefied 
atmosphere of their authors* home surroundings, the two have little 
in common. There is nothing in Ja)ic Eyre of the niglitmare quality 
of Wutheritig Heights: it is a tragic and intensely real narrative of a 
young governess who falls in love with the master of the house in 
which she is working, and whose feelings are so truly described that 
they shocked many of the book’s Victorian readers. (9^0) 


EMILY BRONTE 
WUTHERING HEIGHTS 

The Yorkshire Moors have always had a certain remoteness about 
them. They cast a spell that is strange yet compelling. A hundred 
years ago when country communities were often distant from one 
another, carrying on their lives knowing little of other folk, these 
moors must have been even more isolated. Emily Bronte lived al¬ 
most her entire life in dm countryside, dreaming amongst its crags 
and fells, not of another existence, remote and unreal to the one she 
knew, but of characters of her own imagining with whom she 
peopled this land: characters which have in the course of time be¬ 
come personalities, known in their own right. The lone and unhappy 
HeathclifF may at times seem unnatural and even impossible in his 
way, but for all that, he is real. He is alive. The story of his love for 
Catherine Eanishaw, of its frustration, of his distraction and wild re¬ 
solve to avenge liis love ranks as one of the great romantic novels in 
the English language. (524) 




D. H. LAWRENCE 


SONS AND LOVERS 

This was Lawrence's second novel and undoubtedly his greatest. It is 
largely autobiographical and tells of life in a Notdnghanashirc min¬ 
ing district. (668) 

KANGAROO 

Lawrence’s views of life in a new background are reflected in the 
Australian setting of this novel, wliich tells of the discovery by a 
European of the people and way of life of tliis land of opportunity. 

(751) 

THE LOST GIRL 

In the story of the daughter of a small towTi draper, who finds a 
strange new life in Italy, Lawrence conveys his picture of the values 
and habits of the lower middle classes in England. (752) 

THE PLUMED SERPENT 

The strange quality .md configuration of Mexico and its mingled 
races are depicted in this novel of the building up of religious nation¬ 
alism by priests and politicians. (754) 

THE WHITE PEACOCK 

Tliis is Lawrence's first novel, in which he includes many themes that 
he elaborated in his later work. It tells of the relationship betsvecn 
two Nottinghainshiro families and the love between George Saxton 
and Lettie DeardsaU. (760) 

SELECTED LETTERS 

The letters have been selected by Richard Aldington and the volume 
contains an introduction by Aldous Hu.xley. (759) 

NOT rOH SAtr IN THE U.S.A. 



ROBERT GRAVES 


I, CLAUDIUS and CLAUDIUS THE GOD 

Robert Graves’ magnificent reconstruction of the grandeur and foUy 
and vaeness of early Imperial Rome is in the form of historical 
memoirs by the Emperor Claudius himself. In /, Claudius (ji8) he is 
despised and neglected, but this lovable and apparently ineffective 
%ure is destined to become Emperor against liis will. Claudius the 
Cod {421) tells of the Emperor's recognition of himself in a Sybilline 
prophecy that an idiot Emperor would be slain by his wife. 


COUNT BELISARIUS 

The central figure of this story of the Byzantine world is a cavalry 
commander and one of the last Romans to be elected Consul. (1025) 


WIFE TO MR MILTON 

*It is rich and forthright and sufficiently different from most recon¬ 
structions of the kind to demand and retain your excited interest.’ - 
Sunday Times (1024) 


POEMS 

Tliis is a selection specially made by Robert Graves for the Penguin 
Poets scries. It is representative of all phases of his work as a poet 
since he started writing in 1914 at the rate of four or five poems a 
year. (039) 


NOT fOU SALB IN THE U.S.A. 



E. M. FORSTER 


A PASSAGE TO INDIA 

‘That Marabar Case’ was an event wliich threw the city of Chandra- 
pore into a fever of racial feeling. Miss Quested, on a visit from 
England to the man she expected to marry, showed an interest in 
Indian ways of life which was frowned upon by the sunbaked British 
community. And the prejudice which most of them felt and ex¬ 
pressed against any social contacts between the British and the 
Indians appeared, at first, to be justified when she returned, alone and 
distressed, from an excursion to the caves in the company of a young 
Indian doctor. He was arrested oji a charge of attempted assault but 
when the case came to trial Miss Quested withdrew’ her accusation 
and the doctor was set free. Was she the victim of a hallucination, a 
complex, an unidentified intruder, or what? 

In this dramatic story E. M. Forster depicts, with sympathy and 
discernment, the complicated Oriental reaction to British rule in 
Indi.i, and reveals the conflict of temperament and tradition involved 
in th.'it relationship. Because it is a scrutiny of human natures and not 
a political analysis, tlic novel is unaflected by India’s artaiiimcnC of 
self-government. Since its first publication twenty-five years ago A 
Awiiijc to litdiij has established itself as a modem classic - and has been 
througli many large Penguin impressions since 1936. (48) 


COLLECTED SHORT STORIES 
HOXICARDS END 
are also .iimi 7 .i/i/c as Peii^uitis 



EVELYN WAUGH 


^ ^951 Evelyn Waugh joined those authors - including Bernard 
Shaw, H. G. Wells, and H. D. Lawrence - who have had ten of their 
books published simultaneously as Penguins. 

Tim enfant terrible of English letters became a best-seller with the 
publication in 1928 of his first novel. Decline and Fall. Many of the 
chacters in that masterpiece of derision reappear in the subsequent 
novels, which, culminating in Pul Out More Flaj^s, present a satirical 
^id entertaming piaure of English leisured society during the tliirries 
The seleaion also includes Scoii^Kuts's Modem Europe, a satirical 
picture of life m a modern totalitarian state, and The Loved One an 
account of the burial practices in southern CaUfomia. More recently 
his biography of the Jesuit martyr, Edmund Campion, has joined the 
list. Volumes available arc : 


BLACK MISCHIEF (179) 

brideshead revisited (821) 

DECLINE AND FAIL (75) 
EDMUND CAMPION (955) 

A HANDFUL OF DUST ( 822 ) 
THE LOVED ONE {823) 

PUT OUT MORE FLAGS (423) 
SCOOP (455) 

VILE BODIES (136) 

not FOR SALE IN THE U.S.A. 







Robin Adttr 


W.^ltcr Allen was born in 191 I in Birmingham, 
.^.nd s a graduate m English of the university of 
that city He i'. the author of fonocence Drowned, 
pwnd ,V.on'5 D (C^ Lui’ng Spore. Rogue E'-phon', 
and Ofod Mon Over AU. of a topographical book 
^'•e 6 v?ck Country, of Rcudmg o Nove/. and of the 
rtudy of Arnold Bennett in the 'English 
Nqvc’ sts* series. He also compiled the antho- 
icgv VVn''''? on Wrrtmg. He has contributed 
crit.cai a*'t.c!cs to reviews and most of the 
leading I tenary journals and miscellanies, and \ 
fcp the past few years has been closely associated 
v.ich the New Statesman. Ho has broadcast 
• cCjUcnt’y on books for the B BC. is a frequent 
•* ember of Tiie Critics, and conducted the Sun* 
ci.w afternoon Talfc./ng Books programme m the 
year of ns ev.stcncc. During 1955 6 
was a visitmg piofcsso** of English in the United 
States. 





